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Abstract

This  thesis  discusses  the  influence  of  the  American  New  Deal  on  Norwegian  postwar

reconstruction. The first two chapters discuss the interwar and wartime periods in Norway and the

US separately. The last chapter then discusses Norwegian reconstruction, contextualising it within

the radicalisation of the Cold War in Europe, and analyses the way Roosevelt, the New Deal and the

Tennessee Valley Authority functioned as political symbols during Norwegian reconstruction.

The main argument proposed is that US politics were used by the AP-affiliated press as a

means to discuss problems relating to ‘democracy’ and ‘planning’, which were important symbols

at  the time.  The ideological  contest  over the meaning of these terms was important  in  leading

Arbeiderpartiet to embrace the US left as a model of progressive politics, particularly in the fields

of applied technology and industrial management. I here treat the Tennessee Valley Authority as a

paradigm of this influence, discussing how it came to be conceived as an ideal model for grass-root

democratic politics.

My  thesis  stands  in  the  tradition  of  Rune  Slagstad  and  Francis  Sejersted’s  studies  of

‘modernity’ in Norway, and attempts to supplement their work by linking the domestic vision of

modernity to the image of the US in Norwegian social democratic discourse. Furthermore, I make

use of theory borrowed from contemporary political philosophy and science. I also build on both

history  of  ideas  and  economic  history,  linking  these  together  in  one  consolidated  account  of

ideological evolution in Arbeiderpartiet.
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1. Introduction: Prophets of a new order

This  statue  of  Franklin  D.  Roosevelt,  made  by  sculptor  Stinius

Fredriksen, was unveiled in Oslo in the summer of 1950 by Eleanor

Roosevelt [Oslo Museum]

Franklin Delano Roosevelt arrived late at the Democratic Party’s national convention July 2nd 1932.

His flight had been delayed by bad weather, but his tardiness does not seem to have offended his

audience much: he was received by an enthusiastic crowd, and his good humour after such an

arduous trip only underscored his image as a resilient and battle-ready candidate. Addressing his

party’s  delegates,  Roosevelt  launched  what  would  become one  of  the  most  important  political

slogans of the 20th Century: “I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people.
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Let  us  all  here  assembled  constitute  ourselves  prophets  of  a  new  order”  [Dallek  2018:  123].

Intended less as a programmatic statement than a spiriting piece of rhetoric, Roosevelt presumably

hoped  to  prompt  associations  to  his  popular  cousin  Theodore’s  ‘Square  Deal’.  Instead,  he

formulated a political slogan which would define his three-term presidency, guide his party for at

least thirty years, and inspire politicians across the world well into the 21st Century.

The influence of Roosevelt’s political project was not limited to the US. At the time of his

death, he had become a popular international symbol for democracy and progressivism. In Norway,

his passing was marked by two minutes of silence at 12:00 am on the 4th of July, in the memory of

“the recent passing of America’s great son” [Helland 1978: 23].1 This celebration of the iconic

American  leader  occurred  as  the  country  was  preparing  to  undertake  the  task  of  national

reconstruction. The symbol of ‘reconstruction’ was to take on a central role in Norwegian politics,

signifying both national renewal and the extension of democratic norms to economic life. Within

this ambitious political project, the legacy of the recently passed president would have its role to

play.

1.1 Subject and outline

In my thesis, I explore the degree of influence the American New Deal had on the Norwegian

labour party (Det Norske Arbeiderparti; henceforth the AP) during the postwar reconstruction era.

In order to do this, I begin by discussing the evolution of Norwegian social democratic politics

between  1935  and  1945.  After  that,  I  discuss  the  American  New  Deal  as  a  transnational

phenomenon, from its inception in 1933 to its globalisation during the Second World War and the

Cold  War.  Finally,  I  discuss  the  Norwegian  postwar  reconstruction  era  of  1945-53,2 and  link

together the earlier accounts by discussing the way Roosevelt, the New Deal and the Tennessee

Valley Authority were employed as political symbols in the labour movement. My focus is on the

transfer of ideas from the US to Norway, and more specifically, on the mediation or translation

these ideas were subjected to when put into practice in Norwegian politics.3

The  periodisation  I  have  chosen  is  challenging,  in  that  I  have  to  account  for  what  are

essentially  three  different  periods:  the  interwar  era,  the  Second  World  War,  and  the  postwar

1 Note that all quotes from non-English texts are my own translations.
2 1953 as a dividing line is inspired by Francis Sejersted’s account of the political contest over the constitutionality of

the AP’s postwar regulatory regime (see subchapter 4.1) [Sejersted 1993: 271].
3 In his discussion of American influence in postwar Western Europe, Volker R. Berghahn speaks of ‘creolisation’, in

which  recipient  countries  adopted and altered  aspects  of  US culture they found useful,  while  rejecting others
[Berghahn 2010]. This is, in my view, a good understanding of what ‘influence’ meant in practice.
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reconstruction  era.  Although this  means  that  my  coverage  of  each  part  is  relatively  brief,  this

periodisation  has  advantages  as  well.  As  economic  historian  Einar  Lie  argues,  the  degree  of

continuity  between  the  interwar  and postwar  eras  in  Norwegian  politics  is  disputed.  From the

perspective of the history of ideas, continuity appears strong. On the institutional level, however,

there was a  stark difference in  the capabilities  of  the state  in implementing the kind of  policy

proposed in the 1930s between the interwar and postwar periods. Thus, according to Lie, ideas

conceived in the 30’s could only be realised when combined with the institutional changes brought

about through the German occupation [Lie 2012: 59-76; 85-7].4 The periodisation 1935-1953 thus

allows me to account both for the emergence of new political and economic ideas in the 1930s, and

for the wartime institutional and economic changes which shaped their postwar implementation.

1.2 Historiographical context

As mentioned, the question of the background of the Norwegian postwar reconstruction era looks

very different depending on whether one adopts a perspective grounded in the history of ideas, or in

economic history. The history of ideas’ case for continuity is most convincingly argued in Rune

Slagstad’s  De  Nasjonale  Strateger,  where  he  explores  the  genealogy  of  the  postwar  social

democratic system. He makes much of the intellectual collaboration between the ‘new generation’

of AP statesmen and supporters of economic planning in the left liberal party Venstre, which plays a

central role in his narrative. According to his account, the underlying continuity in ideas is regarded

as the main factor shaping the postwar social democratic regime [Slagstad 1998: 163-220].

An economic historical perspective is adopted by Francis Sejersted and Einar Lie. Although

both of them acknowledge the continuities in political and economic thought, they also emphasise

the qualitative difference between interwar and postwar Norwegian politics. Sejersted does this by

assessing the social democratic regime as a markedly more technocratic form of political order, with

the reconstruction era seeing the establishment of a new type of productivist,  even technocratic

society.  For him, the most important features of reconstruction are those that point towards the

institution  of  a  growth  and consumption-oriented  regime,  in  which  economic  expertise  largely

replaced  dannelse  (which  roughly  translates  to  ‘cultural  capital’)  as  the  substance  of  politics

[Sejersted  2013:  257-60;  293-322].  Lie’s  argument  is  somewhat  different:  although  he

acknowledges the continuities in political and economic thought, he sees a fundamental change in

4 This is discussed in subchapter 2.3: a few of the central policies in question are those of consistently low interests
(and a concurrent restriction of central bank independence), strict capital control, and the substitution of public
investment for private in capital-intensive industry.
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the institutional character of the Norwegian state, one which made an unprecedented amount of

economic interventionism possible after the war [Lie 2012: 85-7].

In positing a qualitative change in the nature of Norwegian politics between the interwar and

the postwar era, Sejersted argues that Norway largely followed broader international trends. Thus,

his presentation can be linked to studies of general postwar Western European developments. A

particularly useful concept is Charles Maier’s of the ‘politics of productivity’ [Maier 1977]. In his

view, the US New Deal emerged as an attempt at ‘class compromise’, where harmony between

labour and capital was forged in a shared idealisation of productivity. With productivity growth,

labour and capital could avoid conflict simply by producing more goods to be shared, giving both

parties a stake in maintaining the system. This view corresponds well with Sejersted’s account of

social  democratic  Norway,  and  I  think  the  concept  of  ‘politics  of  productivity’ captures  the

productivist outlook of the postwar AP, and particularly its pro-US faction, quite well.

In accounting for the influence of American politics on Norwegian social democratic politics,

I make use of the historiography of the New Deal.5 Historian Robert Dallek argues that Roosevelt’s

domestic  and foreign  policies  were inextricably  intertwined:  in  his  work,  Roosevelt’s  domestic

programmes and his support of international cooperation are portrayed as two sides of the same

coin [Dallek 2018]. This perspective is supported in the ‘global New Deal’-theory, which analyses

the New Deal as a transnational event or policy which is closely linked to the history of the UN and

international  organisations  after  1945  [Borgwardt  2007].  Both  Kiran  K.  Patel  and  Wolfgang

Schivelbusch highlight the broader transnational trends which were manifested in the New Deal

[Patel 2016; Schivelbusch 2006]; and Elizabeth Borgwardt goes so far as to argue that the set of

postwar international organisations (the UN, IMF, World Bank and others) were an international

continuation of American New Deal-politics [Borgwardt 2007].

I find the New Deal relevant to Norwegian history in two main ways. First, as argued above,

the policies making up the New Deal were always intended as both domestic policy and as a model

for liberal democratic politics beyond the US. Roosevelt saw it as a way to rejuvenate a liberalism

threatened by fascism and communism. Based on this,  I  believe  there to  be an  important  link

between the US New Deal-model and the Norwegian social democratic regime, communicated both

through US ‘soft power’ (particularly the UN, the OECD, and through the Marshall-plan) and by

personal connections between AP-politicians and the US left. Haakon Lie, for instance, had close

contacts with the American Federation of Labour, the latter a strong proponent of the ‘politics of

productivity’ (as is discussed in subchapter 3.5).

5 Note that the New Deal was not a coherent policy programme, but rather a political symbol standing for a (more or
less) interrelated set of policies. The meaning of the New Deal as a political symbol is the main theme of chapter 3.
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Secondly,  I think the New Deal is relevant to the historiography of Norwegian postwar history

because the problems faced by Roosevelt’s group of ‘New Dealers’ and by the AP were in many

ways  similar.  Though  the  AP identified  as  socialist6 in  contrast  to  Roosevelt’s  self-proclaimed

progressive  liberalism,  both  were  occupied  with  making  capitalism  work  through  state

interventionism and planning. Both the New Deal and the Norwegian social  democratic regime

were optimistic regarding public planning of the economy: this  type of economic planning was

intended as a means to rejuvenate democracy by mobilising popular engagement in politics. These

similarities are important, I think, because they show the framework by which American influence

was  mediated  or  translated.  As  I  argue  in  the  last  chapter,  the  Tennessee  Valley  Authority  in

particular represented a possible solution to the kind of problems both the Democratic Party and the

AP were  occupied  with:  namely,  the  problem  of  combining  public  economic  planning  with

democratic participation – which is in itself a central point of Slagstad and Sejersted’s histories of

Norwegian social democracy.

1.3 Theoretical framework

In his Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies [Kingdon 2014], John W. Kingdon depicts policy

enactment  as  the  result  of  a  convergence  between three  disjunctive  ‘streams’:  (1)  the  problem

stream; (2) the policy stream; and (3) the political stream. The point of this distinction is to analyse

the necessary conditions for the realisation of a political idea. ‘The problem stream’ refers to the

public’s assessment of its concerns. As Kingdon points out, there is no given delineation between

‘problems’ (which demand solutions) and ‘conditions’ (which demand acceptance). The question of

whether a social  phenomenon (for instance unemployment) counts as a problem or a condition

depends on the public discourse. In Kingdon’s view, the problem stream is radically contingent:

which concerns will mobilise the public, and the delineation between problems and conditions, are

both entirely determined by historical factors.

The policy stream refers to the set of plans, programmes and policy proposals developed by

administrators, academics and bureaucrats in their continual study of the conditions of their society.

As Kingdon points out, policy plans are always being developed and refined in the hope of their

eventual political realisation – and, as he argues, oftentimes “the participants have fixed on a course

6 In the case of the AP, the distinction between socialism and social democracy is often unclear. For the sake of
convenience, I mostly describe the AP’s outlook and political project as ‘social democratic’, excepting cases where
socialism was a clearly articulated goal, as in Ole Colbjørnsen’s writings. This is not to say that the AP did not aim
for a socialist society: for many, social democracy was the basis from which socialism was to be realised. This
problem, though not unimportant, is neglected in my thesis.
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of action and cast about for a problem to which it is the solution, discarding problems that don't

seem to fit” [Kingdon 2014: 86]. The content of a policy programme is often developed according

to an internal logic more or less independent of the contemporary political situation, at which point

a political problem must be ‘framed’ to fit the proposed policy – this framing linking back to the

problem stream.

Third is the political stream – that is, the contingent contest of power and position within a

democratic system.7 Politicians are seldom policy experts, and more often than not, they are far

removed from the technical  elaboration of policy programmes. Furthermore,  the political  realm

differs naturally from that of policy-development: the dynamic compromising, bickering, alliance-

making and persuasion that is the content of politics makes the implementation of comprehensive,

internally consistent programmes difficult. The role of the politician, in Kingdon’s theory, is to link

publicly recognised problems to proposed solutions by compromising with experts, public opinion

and political  camps.  Thus,  there  is  a  natural  tendency  in  parliamentary  politics  to  incremental

change,  marked  by  shifting  public  attitudes  towards  social  conditions  as  problems  appear  and

disappear  from  public  discourse;  partial  and  disordered  implementation  of  coherent  policy

proposals shaped by the contingent conditions of political manoeuvring; and a tension between the

logical content of ideology and the practical process of policy-making.

Kingdon’s  view  of  three  separate  streams  provides  a  model  to  comprehend  the  dynamic

interaction between idea and practice. The theory clearly delineates several different problems in

the study of policy-making: how does public awareness of a problem develop?; what is the process

of  programme formulation  like?;  and how does  the  realisation  of  a  programme proceed as  an

historical event? In my thesis, I use this approach to study how the New Deal influenced the way

the AP defined political problems, how the latter formulated policy programmes to confront those

problems,  and,  to  a  lesser  degree,  how they realised their  policy-programmes through political

action. Furthermore, Kingdon’s theory fits well with Slagstad’s account of the ‘national strategists’,

providing for me a theoretical framework for discussing the tension between technical and political

considerations in the AP.

The second main theoretical work I use is Ernesto Laclau’s On Populist Reason [2005]. In this

work,  Laclau  analyses  how  the  concept  of  ‘the  people’  emerges  from  discursive  political

integration.  For Laclau, the constituent parts of politics are ‘democratic’ (or individual) demands.

These have the form of material demands made to some institution. If a demand is granted, it has

been ‘differentially integrated’ into society (differential because it is a relationship between subject

and institution is a priori isolated from other such relationships). If the demand is frustrated, the

7 Note that Kingdon’s theory assumes the political system in question is a democratic one.
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subject is marginalised. If so marginalised, the subject will tend to find associates with similarly

frustrated demands, and together link these into ‘collective demands’. Here, populism emerges for

Laclau: the individual demands so grouped will by necessity differ, threatening the unity of the

collective demand. This tension between demands is mediated by ‘equivalential integration’ – that

is, the construction of a collective (transcendent) subject posing one shared demand. This collective

subject is ‘the people’.

The  mechanism by  which  this  happens  is  the  assimilation  of  demands  under  an  ‘empty

signifier’. This signifier is empty because it has no determinate content: it is not descriptive, but

prescriptive – typical examples include ‘freedom’ or ‘justice’, the normative force of which depends

on  their  irreducibility  to  any  particular  content.  The  assimilation  of  demands  under  an  empty

signifier is the consequence of an ‘act of naming’, by which a set of contingent demands are linked

to a transcendent principle (the meaning of ‘the people’ transcends any particular group of people).

The crucial point here is the reversal which happens with the act of naming. In the very act of

constituting ‘the people’, the signifier ‘people’ becomes the foundation for the legitimacy of any

individual demand (that is, the grounds for its inclusion in the collective demand). This follows

from the fact that the signifier is empty: its emergence is the contingent identification of a set of

subjects through their linked demands; but its form is independent of this contingent event, allowing

its character to change as the political situation develops. The process of linking contingent political

demands into such an ‘empty signifier’ is, to Laclau, the basis for politics as such. Furthermore, the

ascendance of a political movement within a political system through the discursive success of its

‘empty signifier’, is ‘hegemony’, a central aspect of Laclau’s theory of politics.

At this point, the theory of Laclau harmonises well with Norwegian historiography, as much

work has been done to analyse the operation of the AP’s postwar hegemony.8 The way Laclau links

contingent  demands  to  the  construction  of  an  ‘empty  signifier’  is  particularly  useful  in

understanding how the AP, which started out as an interest party representing industrial workers,

could  form  and  maintain  such  broad  support  across  social  divides  and  oppositions  through

mobilising ‘the people’, winning support both in the cities and in rural areas, both among workers

and among farmers and fishermen. A further virtue of Laclau’s theory is its utility in discussing the

dynamics  of  contests  over  the  meaning of  important  political  concepts  such as  ‘democracy’,  a

recurring problem in my thesis.

Thus, I have two main theoretical tools to frame my analysis: Kingdon’s ‘policy-streams’,

which helps me discuss how the AP constructed its policy programmes and how these were realised;

8 A long debate  over  the  postwar  ‘one  party  state’ was  sparked  by  Jens  Arup Seip’s  “Fra  embedsmannsstat  til
ettpartistat” [Seip 1963: 7-42]. For a historiographical discussion of the social democratic hegemony, see Sejersted
2013: 17-28.
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and Laclau’s form of discourse-analysis, which helps me account for how central political symbols

were developed and won support in Norwegian politics. My goal is to use these theories to analyse

both the institutional and the discursive development of Norwegian politics during this period, thus

encompassing both an economic-historical and a history of ideas-based viewpoint.9

1.4 Methodological approach

Chapter 2 and 3 account for the aftermath of the Great Depression and the Second World War in

Norway and in the US respectively. Here, I attempt to give a brief overview of the ideological

evolution of the AP and the Democratic Party, and of the institutional changes the war brought in

both countries. In chapter 4, I focus on Norway. I begin by discussing the way ‘reconstruction’

proceeded as a political project. I then contextualise it by comparing and contrasting it to European

reconstruction as a whole. Finally, I discuss the image of the US in Arbeiderbladet,  the main AP-

affiliated newspaper, as well as the reception of the Tennessee Valley Authority in Norwegian social

democratic circles. My goal here is to show how the image of the US – particularly Roosevelt, the

New Deal and the TVA – fit into the politics of reconstruction, and how the progressive left in

American politics was made into a political ideal in the AP. My aim with the overall thesis is both to

analyse  how  different  aspects  of  American  politics  were  used  by  the  AP in  its  ideological

development and its political projects, and to explore some interesting parallels between New Deal-

era USA and social democratic Norway. In my view, these are numerous, and demonstrate to some

extent how concepts such as ‘economic democracy’, ‘planning’, and ‘modernity’ evolved from the

interwar era to the Cold War, and how they were attempted realised in these two countries.

My primary source material consists mainly of printed literature. The most important texts I

use are various technical reports and propaganda-texts. Many of these were written by Haakon Lie:

as  he  was  the  most  influential  actor  in  the  pro-American  faction  of  the  AP,  his  writings  are

particularly important to the question of how the image of the US in the party evolved. The four

publications I analyse most thoroughly are ‘the blue book’, Lie’s proposed postwar reconstruction

programme  of  1944;  TVA:  Democracy  on  the  March,  TVA-head  David  Lilienthal’s  influential

propaganda book; and two Norwegian reports written on the TVA under the influence of Lilienthal’s

book (see subchapter 4.4). In subchapter 4.3 I use a number of newspaper articles and opinion

pieces  from  the  Norwegian  labour-press  (mainly  Arbeiderbladet)  in  order  to  account  for  the

evolution of the US image in Norwegian social democratic politics.

9 For a good discussion of the role of economic history in the history of ideas, see Krogh 2005.
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My primary source work thus falls into the larger domain of discourse-analysis. Though I have been

unable to empirically substantiate American influence in a rigorous way, I believe that my analysis

of the way Roosevelt, the New Deal and the TVA were used as aspirational examples in the AP

press shows that the party saw the US – or rather, the American progressive left – as an important

source of inspiration, and that it played a role in shaping the party’s political outlook. I believe that I

argue convincingly that the New Deal and the TVA were important factors in how several central

actors in the AP leadership envisioned their political project and ambitions. Overall,  I think my

thesis contributes to a fuller understanding of Norwegian reconstruction as an ideological project.
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2. Norwegian labour between socialism and nationalism

Scene from Norge for folket, a political drama-film made by the workers’ 

educational organisation (Arbeidernes Opplysningsforbund) [Arbark]

2.1 Global depression and domestic tensions: the antecedent to 1935

In the aftermath of World War I, the global economic system suffered a bad shock, which would end

up having great ramifications both socially and politically across the world.10 The problems caused

by the war can be summed up in three main (somewhat simplified) points:

1. With the peace treaties breaking up existing political structures, there followed a breakdown

of traditional trade networks across Europe, exacerbated further by border conflicts and civil

wars;

10 An interesting treatment of this shock is given in Karl Polanyi’s influential work The Great Transformation [1944].
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2. The war led to a huge expansion in demand for, and consequently price of, most primary

goods and resources;

3. Related to point 2, the international financial framework, based on the gold standard and

backed by London’s global financial leadership, broke down, as wartime spending pushed

prices (and thus debt levels) sky high [Aldcroft 1987: 11-54].

These  factors  would  together  lead  to  an  economic  whiplash  in  1919-21,  as  a  brief  boom was

followed by a short but sharp depression.11 From 1921 on, a modest recovery set in. However, the

prosperity of the prewar era – itself arguably a post-facto illusion12 – did not return. Though Western

Europe eventually recovered its production level of 1914, and the US economy consistently grew,

Central Europe was ravaged by financial crises and problems with (hyper)inflation, and Eastern

Europe was unable to restore its prewar productive level before the Great Depression hit. Outside of

Europe, consistent deflationary pressure on raw material prices caused many countries problems in

maintaining real wages and national income levels. Furthermore, with the international currency

deflation throughout the 20s, debt accrued during and just after the war would prove an increasingly

heavy burden [Aldcroft 1987].

The First World War was a time of precarious growth in Norway. On the one hand, incomes in

shipping grew rapidly, making for a favourable balance of trade and creating great fortunes in the

coastal cities. At the same time, price inflation and scarcity of primary goods led to the institution of

price controls and consumption quotas. The influx of money due to the positive balance of trade,

combined  with  strong  growth  in  public  spending,  caused  prices  to  increase.  As  the  growth  in

national income was concentrated in the shipping sector, and with a lopsided distribution of income

between profits and wages, price inflation was not compensated with wage growth for large parts of

the working population, which lead to resentment over economic inequality [Sandvik 2018: 165-

76].

The war was followed globally by a short boom and a consequent deep depression, in which

Norway was hit hard for several reasons. With strong inflation, investment had increased rapidly.

When prices started falling in 1920, however, the debt accrued proved ruinous for many businesses.

A  similar  problem  plagued  the  public  sector,  as  both  the  national  government  and  many

11 As argued by Derek H. Aldcroft, this depression was a global phenomenon, triggered in Europe and spreading
throughout the world – though the form of the crisis did of course vary between countries [Aldcroft 1987: 11-78].

12 The prewar sense of normalcy is famously evoked by Keynes in the second chapter of his 1920 book The Economic
Consequences  of  the  Peace,  in  which  he  elaborated  on  the  security  and  comforts  of  an  average  London
businessman,  concluding that  “most  important  of  all,  he  regarded  this  state  of  affairs  as  normal,  certain,  and
permanent, except in the direction of further improvement, and any deviation from it as aberrant, scandalous, and
avoidable” [Keynes 2017: 368-9].
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municipalities  had  taken  on  debts  which  would  prove  difficult  to  pay  off  with  the  oncoming

deflation. At the same time, demand for shipping plummeted after the war, which led to a sharp

contraction  of  national  income.  The  international  economic  whiplash  of  1919-20  was  thus

particularly long and intense in Norway, and between 1921 and 1923, the country suffered the worst

financial crisis in its history [Sandvik 2018: 176-82].

The situation was exacerbated further by misguided financial policy. The policies of Nicolai

Rygg, director of the Norwegian central bank from November 1920, have been much debated (and

derided)  in  Norwegian  historiography.13 As  mentioned  above,  the  war  accelerated  inflation,  as

excess demand pushed prices steadily upwards. According to conventional wisdom, the solution to

inflationary pressure was either to stabilise the currency at a lower level, or to cut demand through

deflationary policies in order to drive consumption down. From 1924, Rygg opted for the latter

solution, and announced his ambition to restore the Norwegian  krone to the prewar level of gold

parity. This policy succeeded, it seems, largely through private efforts: once the aim of restoring

prewar policy was publicly known, speculators started investing in the Norwegian  krone, rapidly

driving its value almost back up to parity [Aldcroft 1987: 152-3].

The consequences  of  Rygg’s  parity  policy  were overall  negative.  With a  strong currency,

Norwegian exports lost competitiveness, leading to a weaker trade balance. Furthermore, municipal

and state debt troubles turned worse, pushing government towards policies of austerity. On top of

this,  the  international  decline  in  the  prices  of  primary  goods  combined  with  high  debt  levels

(exacerbated by high interest rates) damaged farmers badly [Kjeldstadli 1994: 173-4]. Employers,

workers  and  farmers  were  thus  all  being  squeezed  at  the  same  time,  respectively  due  to

uncompetitive  export  goods,  high  unemployment,  and  falling  incomes.  The  combination  of

relatively high wage levels and falling prices pushed employers to lower wage levels, leading to a

series of harsh labour conflicts [Lie 2012: 45-57].14 This set of troubles might explain the political

instability of the 1920s, which saw a radicalised labour movement, the rise of the anti-parliamentary

right-wing  movement  Fedrelandslaget,  and  strong  rural  discontent  of  a  proto-fascist  bent

[Kjeldstadli 1994: 86-91; 188-211].

13 A good assessment of Rygg’s tenure from 1924 to 1928 can be found in Lie 2012: 45-57. The argument that the
parity policy was itself the cause of the economic difficulties of the 1920s has been challenged by Sverre Knutsen
[2019]. In his view, the economic malaise of the 1920s was rather caused by a financial crisis which, due to high
debt levels, spread to and devastated the real economy.

14 It is worth noting that, despite high unemployment in the 1920s, the real wages of industrial workers grew steadily.
This growth occurred in spite of falling wages: although wages fell during this period, prices fell faster, leading to
real income growth [Maurseth 1987: 333; 336]. Here, it is worth considering the ‘money illusion’: nominal incomes
are more tangible than real  incomes,  possibly creating an illusion of  deteriorating income despite real  growth
[Kindleberger 1987: 248]. Overall, the high unemployment rate seems to have dominated workers’ perception of
their economic situation, whilst real income growth seems to have gone by mostly unnoticed.
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Rygg’s parity policy was an important turning point in Norwegian economic thinking. The goal of

parity was not only tied up with national pride, as a strong currency symbolised national strength,

but  also with  a  particular  approach to  economics.  In  1920,  this  policy was supported  by most

mainstream economists. However, as the negative consequences of the policy started to become

noticeable,  and  as  internationally  renowned  economists  (including  John  Maynard  Keynes  and

Gustav Cassel) spoke out against the parity policy, Norwegian economists started turning against

Rygg and the deflationary efforts of the central bank. The parity controversy was thus formative for

the new, pragmatic economics of the 1930s spearheaded by Ragnar Frisch, whose circle disowned

‘fictional  economics’15 in  favour  of  a  marginalist,  utilitarian  economic  framework  [Bergh  &

Hanisch 1984: 128-44].

When the Great Depression hit Europe in 1931, Norway was thus already in a difficult economic

situation. The national economy was marked by stagnation, low demand, a heavy debt burden, and,

perhaps most  importantly,  a  set  of social  divides  which,  although not  created by the economic

troubles, were undoubtedly worsened by it. At the same time, the illusion that prewar normality

could be recreated was discredited, both on the international arena and in domestic politics, as the

‘new gold standard’ proved increasingly unworkable.16 The convergence of international instability

and lack of financial leadership, the discrediting of classical economics in the handling of interwar

economic difficulties, and increasing tensions between different social  classes, together led to a

perceived need for a new direction in economic policy. Internationally, this would spur autarkic

policies in the European empires, fascism in Germany and Italy, and the New Deal in the US. In

Norway, it would inspire the corporatist compromises achieved in 1935, and the ascendance of a

social democratic regime under the AP.

Although the economic situation was difficult in Norway during the interwar years, the era

was (perhaps surprisingly) marked by income and production growth.17 As Lie argues, Norway did

not  suffer  from an  economic  depression  as  much  as  a  set  of  disequilibria,  caused  largely  by

misguided policy (with the parity policy being the main example).  The 1920s were marked by

15 Frisch used the term to refer to economic ideas founded neither in empirical observation nor deductive reasoning,
but (supposedly) in ideological conviction. The belief in the inherent value of gold and the obsession with prewar
parity were seen by Frisch as examples of such ‘fictional economics’.

16 As argued by Derek H.  Aldcroft  and Charles  P.  Kindleberger,  the prewar gold standard had depended on the
financial leadership of London. Without a leading economic power to set the terms for global finance, and to absorb
the  costs  of  local  business  downturns,  the  interwar  gold  system  was  unable  to  absorb  shocks;  instead,  the
precariousness of the system meant that initially small shocks tended to grow and disperse beyond their place of
origin. Thus, the interwar system of ‘the new gold standard’ provided little more than a series of international
tensions and crises [Aldcroft 1987: 125-68; Kindleberger 1987: 11-3; 288-305].

17 According to Klovland’s analysis, the years from 1929 to 1937 saw an annual growth in production of around 4%,
which is, needless to say, stellar – keeping in mind, though, the caveat of the capital intensive quality of Norwegian
industry [Klovland 1997]. See also Sejersted 1993: 180-3.
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widespread stagnation in production levels, but overall growth in real incomes [Lie 2012: 45-57;

Kjeldstadli  1994:  134].18 And,  as  Sandvik  points  out,  once  Norway  left  the  gold  standard  in

September 1931 (following the UK’s lead) public spending again expanded strongly, and industrial

investment  recovered.  However,  with  growth  concentrated  in  capital-intensive  sectors,  the

employment effect of productive growth was low. Thus, during the 1930s, a resurgence of economic

growth proceeded in parallel with stubbornly high unemployment [Sandvik 2018: 189-232].19

To summarise the Norwegian economic situation around 1935, then, it is important to note

both  the  underlying  growth  in  population  and  income,  and  the  highly  politicised  economic

difficulties of income deflation in rural areas and high industrial unemployment. Parallel to this,

however, was the ‘domestication’ of the formerly radical labour movement. The interwar era was, in

the words of Knut Kjeldstadli, the era of “the breakthrough of modern society” [Kjeldstadli 1994:

106].  The  emerging  consumer  society  was  an  egalitarian  force  insofar  as  the  cultural  divides

between labourers and the middle-class – and to some extent farmers – weakened. Although the

labour movement was making efforts to establish an ‘alternative society’ through social and cultural

organisations,20 enmity  between  the  classes  seems  to  have  weakened  overall.  The  economic

differentiation caused by productive growth and modernisation led to  some rapprochement  and

integration  between  formerly  antagonistic  classes  in  a  highly  differentiated  yet  mutually

interdependent social structure [Kjeldstadli 1994: 106; 128-137]. 

Thus, when the AP’s Johan Nygaardsvold entered government in 1935, the country was seeing

economic growth, but a precarious situation of high unemployment in industry and falling wages in

agriculture. There was a certain convergence in norms and outlook between the classes, but also a

self-confident labour movement ready to establish itself as a leading political power with its party’s

parliamentary majority. On top of this came a set of novel ideas and visions about society, rejecting

the liberal worldview in favour of a political vision built on technical planning and rationalised

(because supposedly post-ideological) government [Kjeldstadli 1994: 94-5; Slagstad 1998: 163-88].

2.2 The ascendance of reform socialism: 1935-40

In discussing the entry of the AP into government, Rune Slagstad writes that “the AP gave up its

socialist  ambitions,  and was itself  socialised into the Norwegian system” [Slagstad 1998: 191].

18 Ola Grytten Honningdal, however, argues that real income growth was lower than has traditionally been posited,
and that the growth was unequally distributed, with several employment groups (i.e. agricultural workers) lagging
well behind the average [Honningdal 2000].

19 For a historiographical discussion of Norwegian economic development in the 1930s, see Hanisch & Vea 2005.
20 One historian who has analysed this process well is Finn Olstad. See Olstad 2010: 43-74; 100-4.
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Although the formulation might be stronger than is warranted, there is a grain of truth here about

the nature of Johan Nygaardsvold’s administration. When the AP entered government in 1935, this

was based on the ‘crisis compromise’ (Kriseforliket) with the farmers’ party (Bondepartiet), which

demanded  budgetary  discipline  and  rural  debt-relief  in  exchange  for  parliamentary  support

[Maurseth 1987: 569-74]. In the same year, the national organisation of trade unions (LO)21 entered

into the ‘main agreement’ (Hovedavtalen) with the employers’ organisation (NAF), which was to

symbolise a new course of cooperation between the two organisations [Bjørgum 1985].

These two events together symbolise the gradual moderation and mutual rapprochement of the

labour movement, the middle-classes and the farmers from about 1928 to 1935. In the aftermath of

1928, when the first ever AP government had been toppled immediately following its taking office,

the  anti-socialist  rhetoric  of  the  bourgeois  parties22 had  mellowed  significantly.  In  the  case  of

Bondepartiet,  though  the  coalition  government  it  led  from  1931  had  introduced  legislation

protecting  strike-breakers  and  punishing  wildcat  strikes  more  harshly,  the  work  for  a  political

compromise between labour and agriculture was initiated already in 1934 [Maurseth 1987: 555;

573; Hveding 1979]. And though the NAF had committed to the great lockout of 1931, the harshest

labour  conflict  in  Norwegian  history,  the  organisation  was  cautiously  optimistic  about  an  AP

government in 1933:

There is no reason for us to lose our heads just because a development [the entrance of a labour-party into

government],  which has  already been fulfilled in  other,  larger  states,  has  finally reached us […] we

shouldn’t close our eyes to the benefits that both business and Norwegian society could reap from having

the  industrial  and  political  representatives  of  the  labour  movement  enter  a  position of  responsibility

[Maurseth 1987: 570].

Underneath the overt conflict between labour, agriculture, and capital, recognition of the possibility

of working with the AP for the common interests  of all  parties was growing. This change was

doubtlessly helped by the moderate line pursued by the AP after 1930. For the election of 1930, the

AP had adopted a radical leftist programme centred on industrial workers, aimed at the achievement

of  socialism in Norway through the conquest  of  state  power.  This  was in  spite  of  the gradual

pluralisation of the party’s social base through the 1920s. With the party’s consistent opposition to

the policy of achieving gold parity, and its call for increased public spending – achieved in many

21 At this point, the LO was known as AFL. I use here the former abbreviation, in part to avoid confusion with the US
national organisation of trade unions known under the same acronym.

22 I use the term ‘bourgeois’ here as a direct translation of borgerlig, as this was, and still is, the term used to denote
the  centrist  and  right-wing  parties  in  Norway  (though  it  might  seem  odd,  today’s  right-liberal  Norwegian
government is referred to as a “bourgeois government”). Thus, it does not imply a Marxist framework, but rather an
attempt to faithfully translate the terms which contemporary actors used to describe their world.
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AP-led municipalities in the interwar years23 – the party had started mobilising social groups outside

the industrial proletariat, including peasants, poor fishermen (these two groups often overlapped),

lower white-collar workers, and teachers. Significantly, much of this support was rural, giving the

AP a social basis very different from that of the classic workers’ movement [Maurseth 1987: 434-9;

547-54;  565-7].  The  party’s  potential  for  cross-class  popular  mobilisation  had  thus  grown

throughout the 20s, but this potential was wasted in the radical electoral campaign of 1930. As Per

Maurseth puts it: “The AP had rejected the majority population, and in return, the electorate rejected

the AP” [Maurseth 1987: 543].

In the aftermath of its electoral fiasco in 1930, the party leadership reversed its leftward turn,

and by the election in 1933, the AP had rebuilt its programme on completely different lines. This

political reversal can be seen as the party embracing the role of a ‘people’s party’. This built on two

main changes in political thinking: one marked by the embrace of nationalism, led by future foreign

minister Halvdan Koht; the other by the development of an economic theory of state capitalism by

Ole Colbjørnsen and Ragnar Frisch. This new, populist approach, founded on an appeal to ‘the

people’ as the group to be represented, and on a set of economic policies intended to realise the

collective interests of this unified ‘people’ through state intervention, was to be the basis for the

decades of electoral success the AP enjoyed from 1935 far into the postwar era.

Koht had been advocating the unity of class-consciousness and nationalism already in 1923.

In his view, the history of the Norwegian nation was that of a dialectical development beginning

with  political  nationalism  in  1814,  with  the  declaration  of  independence.  Then  came  cultural

nationalism,  represented  by  the  integration  of  peripheral,  rural  areas  into  the  national  public,

symbolised by the achievement of parliamentarianism under  Venstre in 1884. In the future,  the

nation would carry out the establishment of economic nationalism, which was the historical task of

the labour movement [Lunden 2008].24 This ‘nationalisation’ of economic life was to be a dual

process: a vaguely corporatist  democracy of class harmony would be created through regulated

capitalism, and the workers would be integrated into the national public through this political act, as

the farmers had through the liberal party  Venstre’s political struggle in the late 19th Century. As

Slagstad argues, this idea helped the labour movement achieve a dual identity: “The nation won

ascendancy in the political-democratic realm, while at the same time, class identity was mobilised

in order to forge popular support for the national project” [Slagstad 1998: 198-203].

23 This phenomenon, sometimes referred to as ‘municipal socialism’, is discussed in Sejersted 2013: 143 and Sandvik
2018: 157-9.

24 Note that the Venstre-opposition of the latter half of the 19th Century centred on municipal politics, with a central
issue being democratising and empowering local  self-government  vis-à-vis  the Oslo-government.  Thus, Koht’s
dialectical  nationalist  theory  can  also  be  seen  as  the  gradual  extension  of  democratic  agency,  first  from the
privileged Oslo-elite to the municipal level, and ultimately (he hoped) into economic life as well.
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This idea was embraced by the AP in the aftermath of its electoral defeat in 1930, and created a path

for  the  movement  towards  an  integrative,  consensus-oriented  politics  under  Nygaardsvold’s

government (in which Halvdan Koht was appointed foreign minister). This new nationalist policy

can be well  exemplified by the use of political  symbols under Nygaardsvold.  Traditionally,  the

labour movement had celebrated the 17th of May (Norway’s Independence Day) separately from the

middle classes, and they used the red flag of socialism rather than the national flag. This started to

change during the 1930s, and by 1937, it had become official party policy to include both flags in

the celebrations (though internal opposition to this remained up until the war). The symbolic turning

point of the transformation of the AP from a workers’ party into a people’s party has been identified

with the ‘Workers and Farmers’ March’ arranged in Oslo on the 2nd of June 1935, in which 42,000

people supposedly participated and the national flag was raised alongside the socialist red [Pryser

1988: 9-20].

The second main change in the AP’s political thinking was a new way of conceiving economic

and industrial policy, which was largely formulated by Ole Colbjørnsen. Returning from a long stay

in the USSR in 1931 and a shorter one in England, Colbjørnsen brought along a set of intertwined

influences, the most important being Soviet-style industrial planning, Keynesian macroeconomics,

and the Taylorist ‘science of management’.25 These ideas were actualised in his 1933 book En norsk

treårsplan (A Norwegian Three-Year Plan), co-written with geographer Axel Sømme. Colbjørnsen

urged a reformist road to socialism through ‘state capitalism’: that is, the state should act so as to

gradually expand the public economic sphere, directing private and public investment to optimise

production and better distribute the national income, whilst shielding the national economy from

international influence and competition.  Consequently,  more and more of the national economy

would  be  put  under  rational  public  authority,  with  the  end  result  being  a  state  administered

capitalism, at which point socialism would effectively be realised [Slagstad 1998: 192-3].26

Though his plan was not implemented under Nygaardsvold’s government, it was to serve as a

blueprint for the postwar Norwegian planned economy [Lie 2012: 73-6; Klovland 1997: 104-5;

Slagstad 1998: 226]. Beyond this, Colbjørnsen’s plan was important in two ways: first, it provided a

theoretically thorough industrial and economic programme for the AP. Traditionally diffuse when it

came to economic thought, the party now had a clear technical programme from which it could

derive its policy. Secondly,  with this detailed policy plan,  Colbjørnsen’s work could be used to

portray the moderate policy of the AP government as a reformist road to socialism, thus bridging

25 Although Taylorism made some headway in Norwegian industry before the war, it was only after 1945 that it was
firmly established. On Taylorism in Norway during the interwar and postwar era, see Forrás 2015 and Lindland
2017 respectively.

26 Note that this is quite similar to the way the Austrian economist Joseph A. Schumpeter imagined that capitalism
would evolve into socialism in the 1940s – though he was somewhat less thrilled by the prospect.
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some of the gap between moderates and radicals within the party. Alleviation of the economic crisis,

which could easily appear as a defence of capitalism, was now portrayed as paving the way for

socialism. Colbjørnsen’s reform socialism can be said to combine the greater socialist vision of the

labour  movement  with  its  practical,  day-to-day  policy  of  moderately  paced  reform within  the

capitalist system [Slagstad 1998: 191-8].27

His role in ‘professionalising’ the AP, providing for it a technical, self-consciously modern

conception of industry and economics, was also important in mobilising expert knowledge for the

political  aims of  the  labour  movement.  The aforementioned Ragnar  Frisch  had been granted  a

professorship at Oslo in 1931, after which his interest in politics grew. He came into contact with

Colbjørnsen when the latter panned an article of his in Arbeiderbladet (the main newspaper of the

labour  movement),  after  which  a  long-running  newspaper  debate  between  the  two  led  to  a

convergence of ideas. As Frisch himself put it in 1934, the AP was “the only political party in

Norway  which  has  correctly  identified  the  essence  of  the  current  economic  crisis,  namely  the

problem of organising the economy in such a way as to utilise the enormous real values we possess”

[quoted in Nordvik 1977: 308]. From about 1934, he was invited to take part in formulating the

coming Nygaardsvold-government’s financial policy, allowing him to put a strong imprint on the

party’s economic policy.

Frisch’s view of economics was one grounded in physics: to him, the economy was a dynamic

system  with  a  certain  ‘rhythm’ to  it,  which  could  be  analysed  and  ‘mapped’  statistically.28

Furthermore, Frisch was a pragmatist and positivist: the problematics of ‘value’ and ‘utility’ were to

him fundamentally technical problems, which could be solved by analysing the dynamic operation

of the economic system without getting into the question of the normative aspects of the terms. And

Frisch was ambitious  as  to the possibility  of comprehending – and eventually  reforming – the

economic system through scientific study. With a proper grounding in statistics, a model could

supposedly  be  created  by  which  scientifically  grounded  economic  planning  would  be  possible

[Bergh & Hanisch 1984: 156-76].

This  scientific  grounding of economic planning,  of course,  fit  well  with the ambitions  of

Colbjørnsen’s ‘state capitalism’. In his work, Frisch often derided orthodox economics as ‘fictional

economics’ (Rygg’s parity policy was a frequent target of criticism), advocating instead the analysis

and planning of the ‘real’ dynamic economic system. In his relationship with the AP, facilitated by

27 Note that Colbjørnsen’s ideas did have Norwegian precedents in Wilhelm Thagaard and Joakim Lehmkul’s work on
economic planning and scientific management [Lie 2012: 60-5].

28 Frisch was one of the leading theorists of ‘dynamic economic systems’: that is, the study of how economies change
over time. His theory largely substitutes metaphors loaned from physics for the normative terms found in classical
economics.
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Colbjørnsen, Ragnar Frisch would eventually win a political platform for his theories.29 In return, he

provided the AP with the technical tools to realise their reform-socialist ambitions. Perhaps the most

important  tool  for  this  was  provided  through Frisch’s  development  of  new means  for  national

income accounting, based on his dynamic model of the economy. It is easy to forget that, before the

postwar era,  economic policy had generally been based on scattered,  incomplete data.  With the

invention of modern dynamic national budgeting, in Norway pioneered by Frisch, the knowledge-

basis for economic policy would allow a much more thorough planning system to operate [Bergh &

Hanisch 1984: 189-93].30

As mentioned, the AP first entered government through a deal with Bondepartiet; from about

1937, however, the government would largely depend on  Venstre for its parliamentary majority.

This was important to the achievement of the wave of reforms under the AP, which were mostly

supported by Venstre: between 1935 and 1940, a series of social policy acts was passed, providing

pensions and unemployment insurance; the fishing industry was regulated to favour smaller units of

production,  protecting  the  lower  strata  in  western  and  northern  rural  districts  from  ruinous

competition; and investment in public housing was strongly expanded. Here, we see a glimpse of a

broader change in political outlook, as the bourgeois parties often supported the AP in these efforts.

The idea of the ‘nightwatchman state’, if ever a reality in Norway, had been decidedly abandoned.

Overall,  state  expenditures  doubled  under  the  AP –  though  this  was  no  Keynesian  policy,  as

spending  growth  was  financed  through  taxation  and  budget  balance  scrupulously  maintained

[Pryser 1988: 39-50; Slagstad 1998: 208].

Along with this came the gradual recovery from the Great Depression, which had reached

Norway in 1931. Though unemployment remained stubbornly high, and poverty was widespread,

there was strong industrial growth, and slow but steady income gains for the average citizen. The

question  of  the  impact  of  Nygaardsvold’s  government  on  the  recovery  is  open,  but  it  seems

reasonable to assume that the expansionary policy was a boon to growth (if perhaps overly cautious

in  regard  to  budgetary  discipline).  Furthermore,  the  end to  labour  conflict  after  1931,  and  the

institution  of  a  framework of  rules  for  cooperation  between LO and NAF from 1935 on,  was

probably beneficial for industrial growth [Hanisch & Vea 2005]. That is, peaceful labour relations

cut down friction in industrial production, and created the basis for a more optimistic climate for

investment [Pryser 1988: 21-30; Olstad 2010: 99-100].

29 Indeed, as Helge W. Nordvik argues, it is likely that Ragnar Frisch was one of the authors of the AP’s 1934 ‘crisis
plan’ (Kriseprogrammet) [Nordvik 1977].

30 Frisch’s national budget was supposed to record and analyse all monetary flows in the country each year, thus
providing an overview over investment and spending which would make government planning of the economy
more viable.
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Thus, from 1935 on, new ideas and visions in policy-thinking were emerging in a society marked by

economic  growth,  rising  living  standards,  and  a  concurrent  integration  of  the  populace  in  an

increasingly  complex  and  specialised  social  system.  This  intertwined  process  of  growth  and

increasing complexity (and fragility) of the economy posed both a problem and an opportunity for

the AP government. How was the economy to be governed for the good of the public, and what kind

of prosperity could be achieved through an efficient marshalling of the economic forces for the

national interest?

2.3 German occupation and the construction of a command economy: 1940-5

In his history of Norwegian economic policy, Einar Lie argues that the war saw a qualitative change

in the nature of state capability during the war, in which the institutional foundation for the postwar

planned economy was created.  As he argues,  though the ideas  guiding economic  policy  in  the

postwar era had emerged during the 1930s, the means for their realisation were constructed under

the German occupation [Lie 2012: 59-76; 85-7]. In this section I support this view by discussing a

few different dimensions of the economic development during the German occupation. I also briefly

discuss the political dynamics of the alleged ‘national unity’ forged by the war.

In his assessment of the Norwegian financial sector under German occupation, Sverre Knutsen

points  out  a  set  of  interesting  continuities  between  wartime  and  postwar  politics.  Already  in

September 1939, with the outbreak of war in Europe, the government introduced preliminary rules

preventing businesses from paying out dividends higher than 5 percent of initial stock value, thus

introducing fairly strict capital control. In May the following year, the short-lived Administrative

Council lowered the interest rate, and thus initiated a policy of low interest rates which would last

into  the  1980s.  Both  of  these  policies  were  introduced  as  ad  hoc-measures  in  response  to

international economic instability; but, as Knutsen points out, both were maintained by the AP after

the war,  and came to form part  of  the basis  for its  planned economy.  Knutsen argues that  the

German occupation saw the solidification of tentative state capitalist measures introduced during

the 1930s, and the formation of an economic regulatory apparatus which was to be appropriated by

the AP for the construction of its postwar regime [Knutsen 2007: 263-76].31

With German production demands, unemployment began declining from the beginning of the

occupation in spring 1940, and as skilled labour started becoming a scarcity, the ministry of social

affairs gradually asserted control over its distribution. On the 17th of March 1941, a decree was

31 This view is corroborated in Pryser 1988: 278-83.
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signed requiring workers to apply for permission to resign from their jobs. By July that year, the

ministry was given the authority to reallocate employed workers to projects considered vital to the

war effort. July 1942 saw perhaps the most radical decree instated, as the ministry was given the

authority to shut down businesses “superfluous to the war effort” [Hatlehol 2018: 54-5]. Thus, the

‘command economy’ of occupied Norway finally wiped out the unemployment which had plagued

the interwar era.

The occupation thus saw a change in institutional capability, one which would continue into

the postwar social democratic regime. Although the powers of conscription and direct control over

employment were given up after the war, the occupation nevertheless saw full employment realised,

which the AP would try to maintain after the war. With full employment, however, the problem of

inflation appeared, which was attempted mitigated by maintaining the price and capital controls

introduced during the war. This change in institutional capacity is arguably comparable to political

trends in the UK and US: as Milward argues, wartime production demands led to a comprehensive

expansion and rationalisation  of  public  administration,  which had the consequence  not  only of

improving its quality, but also of heightening its ambitions. In a sense, the goal of winning the war,

which united workers, management, business and politicians in a common project, was succeeded

by efforts to ‘win the peace’ through rational, public management of the economy [Milward 1987:

99-131; 185-6; 329-365]. A similar evolution can be seen in Norway, as parts of the war economy

of the occupation regime were carried on into the reconstruction era.

The economic development during the occupation seems to have been twofold. As remarked

above, the war saw a set of restrictions and regulations passed in order to strengthen public control

over  the  economy.  Additionally,  the  pressure  from the  Wehrmacht  for  increased  investment  in

infrastructure both military and civilian, combined with the need to supply the occupying army –

amounting to roughly a tenth of the Norwegian population – led to strong inflationary pressure

[Frøland, Ingulstad & Scherner 2016: 24]. This had important consequences for the Norwegian

economy. Whilst draconian measures were used in order to keep overall prices and wages stable, the

construction sector, where the Wehrmacht had high ambitions for creating a  Festung Norwegen,

heavy investment and labour shortages pushed both wages and profits steadily upwards. As Harald

Espeli writes: “whenever a project was considered to be a military necessity, the Wehrmacht abided

by the dictum “Geld spielt keine Rolle” [money doesn’t matter]” [Espeli 2016: 258]. Thus, while on

the  whole  inflation  and  price  levels  were  kept  low,  wages  and  profits  skyrocketed  in  the

construction sector, leading to its relative growth within the overall economy [Espeli 2016]. This is

one of the main reasons why Norway saw such a high level of infrastructural development during

the war.

21



An interesting  case  in  regard  to  the  economic  changes  of  the  period  is  Norsk  Hydro,  whose

management used the German occupation as an opportunity to realise long-held ambitions. During

the interwar era, the company had aimed at diversifying from fertiliser-production into the light

metal  trade,  so  as  to  exploit  the  Norwegian  abundance  of  hydropower.  During  the  war,  the

company’s leadership managed to ingratiate itself with Hermann Göring, who was in charge of the

German Four Year Plan. The company entered into cooperation with German capital and Göring’s

economic  planning  agency,  which  together  provided  capital,  technology  and  workers  for  the

construction of a light metal plant at Herøya. With the end of the war, German-owned property,

including  stocks  in  Norsk  Hydro,  was  nationalised,  and  Norsk  Hydro  became  the  foremost

corporation in the Norwegian state capitalist system. And, partly due to German investment, Norsk

Hydro was able to successfully break into the international light metal trade after the war, thus

creating some of the basis for postwar economic prosperity [Andersen & Storeide 2016].

The larger continuities from the interwar era through the Second World War and into the

postwar era can be exemplified by the case of the Norwegian fishing trade. Fishermen were hit hard

by the decline in demand during the interwar era, and as their trade was heavily export-oriented, the

international protectionist policies of the 1930s led to further declining incomes. In response, the

fishermen  set  up  the  Norwegian  fishermen’s  association  (Norges  Fiskarlag).  The  organisation

succeeded in achieving export subsidies and restrictions on trawler fishing during the Nygaardsvold

administration.  During  the  war,  heightened  domestic  demand  led  to  strong  income growth  for

fishermen.32 In  addition  to  this,  facilities  for  processing  frozen  fish  were  constructed  by  the

Germans, which allowed fishermen to build up stocks and so avoid restrictions on their trade due to

the natural decay of their products. Taking stock of the larger trends of the trade, Finstad claims that

“the role of the state and the organized stakeholders in the fishing sector during the occupation

represents  a  continuation from the interwar  period.  To a  large  degree,  this  development  points

forwards to the corporative fishery system found under the social democratic order in Norway after

1945” [Finstad 2016: 415]. As such, the fishing trade can be seen as an exemplification of some of

the structural  developments of the Norwegian economy during this  period:  from tentative state

protectionism during the interwar era, to expansion and close public-private collaboration during

the war, to corporative integration in the postwar era.

In  his  assessment  of  the  economic  continuities  between  the  German  occupation  and  the

postwar  social  democratic  regime,  Harald  Espeli  emphasises  three  main  points.  First,  German

investment  in  infrastructural  development  was  massive,  and  formed  the  basis  for  the  postwar

32 Despite income growth, the absolute number of fishermen actually declined, presumably due in part to the pull of
the construction sector discussed above.
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railway system, airport  network,  and telecommunications infrastructure.  Secondly,  a long set  of

institutional and regulatory policies were maintained after 1945, including the abolition of central

bank independence;  limitations on capital  dividend payouts;  consistently  low interest  rates;  and

strict  control  over  currency  exchange.  Much  of  this  was  regulated  by  the  ‘price  directory’

(Prisdirektoratet), itself a product of the German administration. Third, the war saw both the tax

level, and the share of national capital in state ownership, increase significantly [Espeli 2013]. Thus,

as I discuss further in chapter 4, the state became the central ‘node’ by which different social groups

and  economic  interests  were  interlinked.  Overall,  then,  there  is  good  reason  to  doubt  the

significance of the break in 1945 on the economic level – rather, the occupation seems to have

created the nucleus for much of the postwar policy-programme. To get a sense of the way 1945

functions as a  line of demarcation between distinct eras,  we should rather look to the political

sphere.

To get a proper idea of the political situation in 1945, it is worth discussing the role of Norwegian

resistance  to  the  German  occupation.  According  to  Tore  Pryser,  resistance  was  almost  wholly

centred on opposition to ideological co-optation on the side of the Nazi regime – resistance to

economic collaboration became the priority  only in 1943 [Pryser  1988:  296;  422-4].  The most

significant act of resistance was probably that begun in May 1941, in which the Lutheran Church

and the teachers’ union both successfully resisted the administration’s demand that they disseminate

nazi doctrine in their work. This was followed by ‘the parents’ strike’ (Foreldreaksjonen), in which

thousands of parents – mostly mothers – sent formal letters of protest in reaction to a decree making

participation in the Nazi youth league compulsory [Olstad 2010: 122-3]. This symbolic resistance is

worth noting not because it was particularly important in challenging German rule, but because it

transcended the social divides which were so pronounced in the interwar era. The intrusion of an

external enemy in political life retraced patterns of allegiance and vindicated the kind of integrative

nationalism urged by Koht.33 Such acts of resistance were important in forging the sense of national

unity and common responsibility so central to postwar reconstruction.

In her analysis of the historiography of the occupation, Synne Corell deconstructs the political

symbolism  involved  in  creating  this  ‘national  myth’.  The  first  comprehensive  history  of  the

occupation, entitled Norway’s War (Norges Krig), was published already in 1950. Corell highlights

the discursive construction of a ‘national community’ in the text, which is reified both as a historical

fact through the account of the occupation,  and as a contemporary reality through the way the

33 This theme is central in Finn Olstad’s argument that common opposition to Gleichschaltung was what finally united
the formerly separate labour and middle class sports organisations in 1946 [Olstad 2010: 121-3; Idem 2011].
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reader  is  invited to  identify with the occupied nation.  Here,  the German occupation is  seen as

something entirely external to Norwegian society: collaborators are either branded as traitors who

did not  really  belong to the nation (the members  of  the Norwegian national  socialist  Nasjonal

Samling in particular); or as victims of circumstance, whose ‘real’ national loyalty was momentarily

corrupted (this category includes the policemen who rounded up Norwegian Jews in 1942).34 The

crucial  point  here is  that national  belonging is  assumed to be the prior foundation  for political

action, and not the product of political action [Corell 2010: 47-114; 209-16].

Thus, when considering the plans for postwar reconstruction developed by exiled politicians

and the domestic resistance movement, the expression of national consensus and unity should be

seen as the construction of that very national belonging and affinity the programme was allegedly a

manifestation of. Put in another way, nationalism was a political symbol in which all parties had a

stake – the ideological value of which had grown stronger through the occupation – and it was

therefore  made  the  ideological  core  for  the  postwar  programme.  Overall,  then,  the  German

occupation was crucial for the construction of two of the main aspects of the postwar Norwegian

regime: the institutional framework for economic planning, and the ideology of national consensus

rooted in a sense of shared belonging and social responsibility. Thus, the AP’s former, classically

socialist assertion of ‘class over nation’ was superseded by Koht’s assertion of ‘nation over class’.

2.4 How did the AP become a people’s party?

In the next chapter, I move beyond Norway to discuss the American New Deal as a global event.

Before that, I want to summarise briefly the narrative so far, and analyse some of the main themes

according  to  the  theories  of  Kingdon and Laclau.  By  summarising  and  analysing  the  political

changes in Norwegian politics between 1935 and 1945, I provide a foundation on which I base my

analysis of the New Deal’s impact on Norwegian reconstruction, the subject of chapter 4.

In summarising the situation of public policy 1935-45, I think Kingdon’s theory helps clarify

the picture significantly.  In the problem stream, we have a  different  set  of publicly recognised

problems: with the orientation away from classical economics, price and employment levels were

34 A note should be made here concerning the use of POWs as forced labour in Norway. This was an important aspect
of the construction boom, not least that of plants for Norsk Hydro, and of the processing plants for the frozen fish
fillet trade. The economic growth which created the foundation for the successful postwar reconstruction was thus
in part based on forced (that is, slave) labour. As this fact fit poorly with the Norwegian image of the occupation as
a binary conflict between oppressors (Germans and traitors) and oppressed (the Norwegian nation), it has been
downplayed in the historiography of the Second World War – despite the fact that many Norwegians knew of, and
were  more  or  less  complicit  in,  this  crime  (in  addition  to  the  fact  that  the  country  as  a  whole  benefitted
economically) [Andersen & Storeide 2016; Finstad 2016; Frøland, Hatlehol & Ingulstad 2017].
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largely redefined from conditions of the economic situation to political problems to be solved. The

limited role of the public in economic matters envisioned by the bourgeois parties was challenged

by the AP, which in contrast defined unemployment as a political problem to be solved rather than

an economic condition to be suffered.

In the policy stream, there was a growing reservoir of policy-programmes more or less ready

for implementation – both nationally, with Ragnar Frisch’s alliance with the AP, and internationally,

as we will see in the discussion of the New Deal. These new policies largely entailed a thorough re-

conceptualisation of economic science: hypotheses of natural equilibriums and market-efficiency

were largely abandoned, and technical means for the public to master dynamic economic forces

were developed [Bergh & Hansich 1984: 145-97].

In the political stream, the AP had ascended to government in 1935, and at the end of the

German occupation in 1945, the party was cementing its position as the centre of political power, in

order to direct the passage from the occupation regime to national independence.35 Not only had the

party been able to largely define the problems to be treated in national political discourse, but it was

also able to take part in the development of a theoretical body on which to build their policy (thanks

to  Ole  Colbjørnsen).  And  in  the  wartime  development  of  a  postwar  policy-plan,  in  which

representatives from the LO, the NAF and all the main political  parties participated,  it  was the

vision of the AP which was to prove central.36 The AP, then, achieved a political hegemony which

allowed it to define both the problems to be tackled, and solutions to be employed, in the coming

postwar era.37 In Kingdon’s terms, May 1945 had a ‘policy window’ open up in which the three

streams converged for the AP. The problems of central concern to the party became the central

problems  of  national  politics;  the  AP’s  proposed  means  of  economic  planning  and  public

interventionism were not only accepted, but were presented as commonsensical, pragmatic policy;

and the party leadership, having won an absolute parliamentary majority and established an efficient

and centralised party apparatus, enjoyed a relatively autonomous position for putting its ideas into

practice. As seen in chapter 4, however, the implementation of its policies saw the AP challenged

not  primarily  by  the  political  opposition,  but  by  the  inherent  difficulties  of  realising  its  social

democratic ideas.

35 It is important here to note the political power of the AP as an organisation. As Seip famously put it, “When we
apply the term ‘party’ both to [AP and Venstre], it is in in the same sense as we apply the term ‘bird’ both to hawks
and hens” [Seip 1963: 24].

36 See subchapter 3.5.
37 This comes across well in Einar Gerhardsen’s recollection of his time in the German prison at Grini, where the

conditions for a postwar government of national unity were worked out between representatives of the LO, NAF
and the political parties [Gerhardsen 1970: 118-23; 149-61].
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When it comes to the evolution of the party itself, I think the mechanism by which the AP emerged

as a ‘people’s party’ fits very well with Laclau’s theory. In the interwar political system, we see a

large set of differentiated, frustrated demands: workers demanded employment; farmers demanded

debt-relief  and  tariff  protection;  fishermen  demanded  regulation  of  large  trawlers; lumbermen

demanded  higher  wages  and  employment  security.  Through  the  1920s,  the  AP’s  share  of  the

electorate grew as its opposition to the bourgeois parties made it a conduit for anti-establishment

sentiment – that is, frustrated ‘individual demands’. In Laclau’s terms, the AP’s claim to represent

‘the  people’  after  1930  should  be  seen  as  an  ‘act  of  naming’:  the  contingent  alliance  of

differentiated demands was assimilated into a shared identity of ‘the people’, which as an empty

signifier provided a dynamic identity. Under Nygaardsvold, new social groups such as white-collar

workers and fishermen were integrated into the organisational framework of the labour movement.

This was not, however, by virtue of their being defined as workers in the same way as the industrial

proletariat: rather, I argue, it  was because, within the AP and its organisational framework, ‘the

people’ had become prior to ‘workers’. This popular identity was further vindicated during the war,

when the party managed to seize the initiative both in the national resistance movement and in the

planning for postwar national reconstruction.

It is interesting to compare this summary of the AP’s evolution with the rise of the labour

movement in Norway. In his analysis of the history of the Norwegian labour movement, Kjeldstadli

highlights the internal divisions in what would become the labour movement, and questions how

solidarity could emerge within such a differentiated whole. Here, he embraces Øyvind Bjørnson’s

view that it was the labour organisations which themselves created the solidarity of which they were

supposedly the expression. In short, labour organisations first arose as pragmatic associations for

furthering common material interests. Once they had emerged, however, the labour organisations as

collective actors worked to reify themselves in various ways: adopting labour hymns, displaying

artfully crafted banners representing the skills and aspirations of the workers organised,  and by

setting up their own sports clubs [Kjeldstadli 2018: 69-90; 117-53].

It should be clear here how the above narrative exemplifies the theory of Laclau: as material

demands  are  linked  together  under  the  symbol  of  ‘worker’,  a  tentative  identity  emerges.  This

identity  is  reified  by the logic of  the  empty  signifier  itself;  that  is,  individual  members  of  the

movement create poems, music and artwork emphasising the solidarity and dignity of the ‘worker’

lifestyle as their individual identity is intertwined with that of the ‘worker identity’. At the same

time,  the  efforts  of  the  movement  as  a  collective  actor  further  solidify  its  significance  for  its

members  both  materially  and  culturally.  Thus,  the  individual  members  are  drawn  ever  closer

together  as workers, whilst the signifier is filled with ever more particular content based on the
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experiences of the individual members. The shared symbolism of the labour movement thus gains

significance for the individual worker through its constant evocation in his or her social life.

This is almost an ideal case of Laclau’s concept of ‘the creative power of representation’. The

representative – that is, the subject which acts on behalf of the group, whether that be an individual

or a set of individuals – is granted authority by virtue of being identified with the empty signifier. In

this case, the leadership of a union is identified with ‘the worker’ as such, through representing the

latter vis-à-vis employers and government.  At the same time, the representative – or rather, the

representative function, not limited to any particular individual or group – creates the represented

as  represented  through  its  political  efforts  [Laclau  2005:  157-64].  In  the  case  of  the  labour

movement, a worker identity was formed largely by the creation of a pluralistic organisation joining

together different professional groups in a common – yet differentiated – whole [Kjeldstadli 2005;

Idem 2018: 52-68]. 

In the case of the AP – the political arm of the labour movement – different social groups –

industrial labourers, white collar and agricultural workers, fishermen, lumbermen – were united in a

common  concept  of  ‘the  people’ –  with  a  strong  anti-elitist  aspect  –  which  is  perhaps  best

exemplified by the corporeal metaphor of the party’s 1933 slogan ‘City and land, hand in hand’

[Bjørnhaug 2004; Rovde 1984]. Here we see a convergence of the sequence of political events by

which the AP came to political power – and thus came to represent ‘the people’ – and the change in

ideology ushered in by Koht, in which the worker identity was envisioned as secondary to national

identity. Once constituted, ‘the people’ as an empty signifier became prior (that is, foundational) to

any of its constituent parts. By the logic of the signifier it appealed to, the labour movement was

bound to be dissolved into a broader ‘people’, and the party’s representational function was bound

to  encompass  such disparate  groups  as  fishermen,  farmers,  white-collar  workers  and industrial

workers. With this change in representational function came a change in political ambition: from

representing the demands of economically marginalised social groups in the interwar era, the party

would use the signifier of ‘national reconstruction’ to consolidate a deeper political vision after the

war. This vision would not be limited to pursuing the material ambitions of its constituents, but

would involve the construction of a new form of national society.
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3. The global New Deal

Franklin D. Roosevelt during one of his ‘Fireside Chats’, March 1933 [Wikimedia 

Commons]

3.1 From the Roaring Twenties to the Great Depression

Whilst the 1920s are remembered as a time of a volatile economy, political extremism, poverty, and

class conflict in Norway, the decade is known in the US as the ‘Roaring Twenties’. This is often

depicted as the era when modern patterns of life started to emerge: the automobile was becoming a

consumer good, cinema broke through as popular entertainment, and a new, glitzy metropolitan

culture was being born. Although there might be truth to this image of the American 1920s, the era

was also one of economic problems concealed by general prosperity, which culminated in the Great
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Depression  from  1929.38 The  contemporary  interpretation  of  the  Wall  Street  crash  and  the

Depression would not only shape the New Deal as a political  programme, but would remain a

cautionary tale of capitalist hubris across the world for a long time to come. In this chapter I discuss

some aspects of the Great Depression and its social effects in the US, and the way the New Deal

was formulated as a prophylactic against the perceived causes and ills of the Depression.

First,  a  brief  account  of  the  crash  in  1929.  During  the  1920s,  productivity  growth  had

outpaced wage growth for workers,39 at the same time as price levels stagnated or fell – especially

in  agriculture.  Thus,  economic  growth  largely  depended  on  high  profit-rates.  Once  investment

opportunities were exhausted, the boom ran out of steam, and a recession set in. Following this –

and possibly as a consequence – the speculative Wall Street-boom broke.40 At this point, historians

often blame poor political leadership for exacerbating the troubles, turning a mild downturn into a

depression [Kindleberger 1987: 117-41]. Overall, it seems that high income inequality in the 1920s

led to lagging demand for consumer goods, as a consequence of which, economic growth came to

rely  heavily  on  the  financial  sector.  What  followed  was  a  ‘lost  decade’,  with  tenacious

unemployment and low investment levels, which was famously only improved by the outbreak of

war and the consequent stimulation of demand.

During the 1920s, a qualitative change in economic life was underway, creating the new kind

of lifestyle and consumption often associated with ‘the Roaring Twenties’. Perhaps the two most

famous symbols of this new type of consumer society were Henry Ford and Hollywood: the former

symbolising the power and scale of American productive technology, the latter the popular appeal

of  American  culture.  This  kind of  change is  impossible  to  assess  quantitatively  – that  is,  it  is

essentially invisible to statistics – but is hugely important for understanding the nature of a society

[Aldcroft 1987: 302-4; Kjeldstadli 1994: 106; 114].41 In the cities, many of the traits we associate

with contemporary life were emerging, including a certain levelling of cultural differences between

38 On the historiography of the Great  Depression, see Schiffman 2014 and Larsen 2005. Of particular interest in
relation to this thesis is Barry Eichengreen’s analysis of the role the gold standard played in causing the Depression
[Eichengreen 1996].

39 In 1929, income inequality peaked in the US, with the richest decile earning half the national income. At the same
time, the relation capital/income peaked at 5/1 [Piketty 2014: 48, figure 0.1; 195, figure 4.6]. This is not merely a
sign of the financial boom, as income inequality maintained historically high levels until 1941. Thus, the economic
malaise of 1929-41 is marked by income inequality which was only reduced by the war. In contrast, Lee Ohanian
and Harold L. Cole show that incomes grew strongly in some sectors, and argue that this – which was caused by
cartelisation under the New Deal – caused the tenacity of the crisis [Ohanian & Cole 2004].

40 The Wall Street crash has been central in historically grounded theories of financial instability, particularly the work
of Hyman P. Minsky. See Minsky 1994, Knutsen 2007: 76-85, and Durand 2017: 27-40.

41 As  Joseph  A.  Schumpeter  puts  it:  “Moreover,  even  if  we  had  the  means  of  measuring  the  change  in  the
technological efficiency of industrial products, this measure would still fail to convey an adequate idea of what it
means for the dignity or intensity or pleasantness of human life […] And this,  after all,  is  for us the relevant
consideration, the true ‘output’ of capitalist production” [Schumpeter 1950: 66-7].
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classes. Overall,  urban lives were becoming more interlinked, whilst individuality was provided

further means of expression through conspicuous consumption.42

It is important to remark, however, that the glamorous society of ‘the Roaring Twenties’ was

the counterpart to an increasingly marginalised countryside. As in Norway, American farmers had

taken up heavy debts during the inflationary years of World War I and its immediate aftermath; and

just as in Norway, they were squeezed from two angles, through higher interest rates and lower

incomes. And, again as in Norway, the disparities between urban and rural life were very much

noticed and resented [Maurseth 1987: 556-7; Kjeldstadli 1994: 188-97]. The half-century preceding

the Great Depression had seen the most sectors of the economy becoming increasingly organised –

with  farmers  noticeably  lagging behind.  The rise  of  organisational  integration  allowed market-

power to be marshalled for the economic benefit of the more organised sectors, moving economic

value (so to speak) from agriculture to industry.43 By 1933, agriculture was the poorest sector of US

society by median income. The problem for the farmer, as contemporary businessman George Peek

saw it, “was that he bought in a protected market and sold in a highly competitive one” [Kirkendall

1975:  84].  At its  worst  in  1932-3,  there seems to have been a  real  threat  of a  rural  revolt,  as

perceived economic injustice spurred rural political radicalisation [Kirkendall 1975]. In this sense,

the Great Depression was the culmination of social and political tensions between urban and rural

society which had been growing for decades.44

The second trend is closely related to the first, and can be seen as a problem of economic

integration.45 The US economy was becoming increasingly organisationally integrated, as more and

more  economic  activity  was  consolidated  within  large  business  firms.  As  mentioned  above,

however, this was a haphazard and unequal development, with sectors such as agriculture outside

the ‘organised economy’ being increasingly marginalised.

42 I base my view of the levelling of class differences on Ernest Gellner’s  Nations and Nationalism,  in which he
argues that the ascendancy of nationalism built on, and furthered, the construction of cultural commonality – in
contrast to the feudal construction of cultural difference between elites and commoners. At the same time, the
shared cultural repertoire of the nation was gradually differentiated by the growth of subcultures, a process which
would  accelerate  after  1945.  A thorough  discussion  of  the  cultural  history  of  consumption  can  be  found  in
Trentmann 2016.

43 This explanation is largely based on Joseph A. Schumpeter’s Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, as well as John
K.  Galbraith’s  Economics  and  the  Public  Purpose,  which  analyses  the  tension  between  the  increasingly
marginalised ‘market system’ and the increasingly powerful ‘planning system’. Note that Galbraith worked as an
agricultural economist for the government during the 1930s, which probably informed his later work.

44 This account is corroborated in Alston 1983 and Federico 2005, the latter’s analysis of the interwar agricultural
crisis fitting well with Galbraith’s theory of the planning versus the market system mentioned above.

45 On the history of economic organisation and business integration, see Geoffrey Jones and Jonathan Zeitlin [eds.],
The Oxford Handbook of Business History; particularly chapter 8, Youssef Cassis’ “Big Business” and chapter 12,
Jeffrey Fear’s “Cartels”. For a historiographical and theoretical discussion of the issue, see Sejersted 1993: 163-8;
235-47.
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By 1932, then, the political-economic situation was marked by strong tensions between urban and

rural  areas,  and  an  incomplete  economic  integration  of,  and  between,  different  parts  of  the

economy.46 Add to this the lagging real incomes of industrial workers, and we see a set of social

contradictions which were intensified by the economic crisis.

In  the  US  as  in  Norway,  a  cross-class  alliance  was  emerging  in  opposition  to  the  gold

standard. As Feinig argues, this conflict can best be understood through E.P. Thompson’s concept of

‘the moral economy’ [Thompson 1971]. Somewhat simplified, ‘the moral economy’ is the view that

economic conditions are a question of political  relations of power,  rather than the result  of the

operation of abstract laws. According to the ‘moral economic’ view of the interwar US, the gold

standard was presented as a tool used by creditors to exploit producers in the real economy. As

Feinig puts it:

In the first years of the Great Depression, most prominent policymakers and politicians in the United

States were willing to accept mass unemployment and foreclosures to uphold the gold standard. They

considered that the gold standard was a self-correcting market mechanism and governmental interference

would only delay recovery. But popular groups challenged this philosophy of inaction, and demanded that

the  nation  create  cash  to  help  them.  Unemployed  and  impoverished,  tens  of  thousands  of  veterans

squatted in Washington, D.C. to demand legal tender money. Meanwhile, indebted farmers called for

inflation through Treasury currency issue while organizing to protect their neighbours against eviction

[...] Rejecting the notion that money is a creature of markets, economists, and financial actors, citizens

claimed that political action could restore monetary justice [Feinig 2017: 315-6].47

Here was a tentative coalition of different social groups, built around a shared conception of the

Depression as a  moral crisis, in which greedy creditors and stingy politicians were conspiring to

protect  their  own interests  at  the  expense  of  the  public  good.  Thus,  the  conditions  of  income

inequality and urban-rural disparity were linked together as one political problem, framed as the

shared experience of exploitation and neglect at the hands of economic and political elites.

46 This is  not  entirely accurate: as pointed out above, a big problem of agriculture was precisely that  it  was too
dependent on financial credit. A more accurate assessment might be that economic integration was only halfway
done, marked by high risk and low security.

47 As Feinig points out, however, the campaign against the gold standard was thwarted by Roosevelt, who maintained
that money was “the neutral background of socio-economic life” [Feinig 2017: 315]. He instead redirected popular
energy towards other political problems.
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3.2 Making a New Deal

The term ‘New Deal’ is difficult to define.48 Although it is a widely used term with a set of shared

connotations, it refers to neither a coherent policy programme nor a political movement – rather, it

seems to refer to a political style or outlook. In this subchapter, I discuss the New Deal in regards to

two of its most striking aspects: its populist discourse, and its vision for American society.

The discourse of New Deal politics corresponds well with that conveyed in the quote from

Feinig above. From the moment of his election in 1932, Roosevelt always portrayed himself as a

politician who was confidently breaking with the past in order to steer a new democratic course. As

quoted in my introduction, in his fight for the Democratic nomination in 1932 he called for a “New

Deal for the American people”, in which the Democrats were to be “the prophets of a new order”

[Dallek 2018: 123]. This political style is analysed well by James Holt [1975]. In his article, he

highlights  three  prominent  themes  of  New  Deal  political  discourse:  an  embrace  of  policy

“experimentation”; a consistent rhetorical assault on economic elites or “oligarchs’” on behalf of

“the people”; and an emphasis on the supposed democratic renewal represented by the New Deal.

The first point was based on Roosevelt’s self-presentation as a contrast to Herbert Hoover and the

Republican Party, who were accused of “twirling their thumbs” instead of fighting the depression

[Holt 1975: 29]. The Roosevelt-administration argued that liberalist laissez faire had failed, and that

it was time for government to pick up its responsibility for the public good, by introducing a new

kind of governing philosophy.

The  second  theme  was  picked  up  by  Roosevelt  in  January  1936,  when  he  denounced

“economic autocrats” who were “gang[ing] up against the people’s liberties” [Holt 1975: 39]. Here

we see a continuation of the ‘moral economic’ view presented by Feinig: the Great Depression was

allegedly the consequence of economic autocracy, and Roosevelt’s task was to defeat the economic

oligarchs  who  were  destroying  American  society.  The  third  theme  is  an  extension  of  this,  as

Roosevelt emphasised the democratic basis for his rule and policies. He argued that the federal

government stood for the democratic will  of the people,  and that the expansion of government

power was thus per definition an act of democratisation: government was not “something apart from

the people […] [but] something to be used by the people for their own good” [Holt 1975: 43].

Overall, Holt argues that the case for the New Deal was that it could make liberalism work through

rooting out vested interests and strengthening the agency of ‘the people’. It was thus intended as a

pragmatic means to establish a more democratic capitalism.

This  argument  fits  well  with  Mary  E.  Stuckey’s  analysis  of  Roosevelt’s  use  of  rhetoric

[Stuckey 2012]. She argues that his use of visual metaphor was central for the legitimation of an

48 See Keller 1999 for a discussion of the meaning of the term ‘New Deal’.
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expanding federal authority. His speeches often endeavoured to forge a shared ‘vision’ with his

audience, and he consistently praised ‘clear-sightedness’. He built his own rhetorical legitimacy on

his ability to ‘see further than others’ by virtue of his political position. Consequently, he – and thus

also his administration – was presented as being in the position to forge one consolidated national

policy, in which every part of the country was seen and taken good care of [Stuckey 2012].49

His  populist  ideology  and  his  personal  charisma  together  allowed  Roosevelt  to  link  the

different constituents of his electorate together into one ‘people’ ostensibly working together for

national  recovery.  An  incredibly  popular  politician,  much  of  the  success  of  the  New  Deal  is

attributable to his personal style. His charismatic appeal, which was communicated particularly well

by the medium of radio, mobilised a consistent democratic majority for his reform programme. By

the 1930s,  the radio had come to represent  the presence of society in  the private  space of the

individual household, as entertainment and news programmes both allowed people to ‘plug in’ to

the public discourse in an unprecedented way. With Roosevelt’s charm and well-spoken arguments

– he was particularly skilled at presenting his political views in relatable terms – he was able to

appeal personally to people in a way arguably unprecedented in American politics [Schivelbusch

2006: 56-60; 66-9; Dallek 2018: 103-4; 140-1].50

Insofar as the New Deal involved a “new order”, it was in large part due to the way it changed the

conflict  lines of US politics.  A broad electoral  alliance was built  on the basis  of its  discursive

construction of ‘the people’ pitted against the economic elite, branded as an “oligarchy” tearing

society apart from the inside. This involved defining new problems for government to handle. For

instance, the Roosevelt-administration saw rural electrification as a central problem to be solved by

government:

Initially, the New Dealers failed to act on electricity. Roosevelt had already promoted rural electrification

as governor of New York, and he lit the hearts of men such as Cooke and Norris when he argued in a

campaign speech in 1932 that electricity ’is not a luxury. It is a definite necessity’ [Patel 2016: 219].

Roosevelt succeeded in redefining the ‘problem agenda’ of American politics. Furthermore, he was

able  to  redefine  ‘the  people’ through  appealing  to  a  new  form  of  nationalism.  According  to

Schivelbusch, the 1930s saw a new form of ‘egalitarian nationalism’ emerge globally, one in which

the substance of nationalism was held to be the right to social and economic equality among citizens

49 Note here the double meaning of ‘vision’: it refers at once to an ideal, and the ability to perceive and understand
that ideal. Thus, it implicitly links the means and the ends of a political programme together.

50 A thorough account of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s political career can be found in Dallek 2018. A historiographical
discussion about Roosevelt and his numerous biographers can be found in Wesser 1991.
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by virtue of their national belonging [Schivelbusch 2006: 106-7]. In this vision, the responsibility of

government came to involve securing the citizenry from abject poverty. As argued by Patel:

Politically, agricultural protectionism reflected a new understanding of the state, according to which the

poverty of a large portion of the population was unacceptable. Securing societies against fundamental

economic risks became one of the key pillars of government’s functioning and self-image [Patel 2016:

57].

This ideology materialised in two ways: first, in the “Blue Eagle” campaign, in which businesses

were to  mark their  products and stores with a blue eagle to symbolise their  compliance to the

standards of the National Recovery Administration.51 This campaign is analysed by Schivelbusch as

a fight for the control of public space through ostracising deviant businesses. Pressure was put on

business to exclaim their support for the NRA, and implicitly, for Roosevelt’s political vision, thus

demonstrating their solidarity with their economically marginalised fellow citizens [Schivelbusch

2006: 85-94].

The second way in which the ideology was materialised was through the revitalisation of the

nation’s ‘spaces’ by means of infrastructural development and architectural monumentalism. The

aforementioned  ‘egalitarian  nationalism’  involved  instituting  equality  between  the  different

localities of the country [Schivelbusch 2006: 103-37]. Thus, the New Deal represented an answer to

the problem of inequality between city and rural life noted at the beginning of this chapter, and

aimed  to  integrate  both  in  a  reformed,  democratically  governed  economy.  The  country  was

conceptualised as one integrated whole, in which every locality and every citizen had the right to

the same economic opportunities. In this whole, government was to be a central ‘node’ connecting

them together.

A similar account is given by Jason S. Smith, who argues that the New Deal’s ambition to

reform  liberal  democracy  was  materialised  in  its  restoration  and  modernisation  of  the  whole

country’s infrastructure [Smith 2006: 1-6; 258-66]. In his work on the New Deal, Jason Scott Smith

argues that we ought to see infrastructural investment as its ideological core. As he demonstrates,

the vast majority of New Deal funds were invested in construction: building schools, city halls,

airports  and  hospitals;  restoring  army  barracks,  roads  and  sewer  systems;  and  funding

infrastructural  projects  in  virtually  every  county  in  the  US.  As he  argues,  “by sponsoring  this

infrastructure, New Dealers remade the built environment that managed the movement of people,

goods, electricity, water, and waste. Among the New Deal’s projects were some of the largest and

51 The National Recovery Administration was a government agency set up to enforce fair employment practices, and
to  further  cooperation  between  business,  labour  and  government.  A mixed  success,  it  was  ultimately  judged
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1935.
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most significant structures ever built in human history” [Smith 2008: 524-5]. The remaking of the

physical  environment  of  the country proceeded on two levels.  On one hand was the  practical,

everyday world of towns across the US was improved, through paving of roads, construction of

bridges etc. On the other hand was the monumentalism of large public works such as the Tennessee

Valley Authority, which writ large the revitalisation of the nation.

The New Deal ought thus to be considered as a two-pronged attempt of national renewal: a

political one through the mobilisation of popular opposition against “economic oligarchs”, and an

economic  one  through  physical  restoration  and  improvement  of  the  national  space.  These  two

aspects came together in the form of populist  ‘egalitarian nationalism’,  in which the increasing

economic  integration  and  organisation  of  the  late  19th and  early  20th centuries  fostered  moral

demands for an institutionalisation of public responsibility for national prosperity.

To  round  off  this  assessment,  I  briefly  summarise  the  domestic  developments  of  Roosevelt’s

presidency up until 1938, when the European crisis spurred an increased international engagement

by the US administration. First of all, though unemployment remained high and investment levels

low,  the  New  Deal  saw  both  business  and  labour  integrated  into  a  tentative  corporatist  order

involving tripartite collaboration over wage negotiations, price levels and production goals. This

tentative integration would flower fully during the war, and prove profitable to both labour and

capital  [Hawley  1975;  Derber  1975;  Patel  2016:  76-9;  264-5].  Agricultural  organisations  also

succeeded in making a price-setting arrangement with government, thus alleviating the difficulties

described  above  –  although,  as  so  often  with  the  Roosevelt-administration,  poor  and  marginal

farmers profited relatively less by this than the more prosperous ones [Kirkendall 1975].

A notable exception to  the reform wave,  however,  was race relations.  Raymond Wolters’

assessment that the New Deal was the best programme for black Americans since post-Civil War

Reconstruction is faint praise, and Roosevelt’s reform project reflects on the part of black America a

lost opportunity more than anything. Still, the Roosevelt-administration proved very popular with

black Americans, largely thanks to the work of Eleanor Roosevelt [Wolters 1975; Salmond 1975].

Black America was thus largely prevented from taking part in the ‘national integration’ of the New

Deal.

In 1936, the US economy was seeing a remarkable economic recovery. This was, however,

succeeded in 1937-8 by a sharp recession. This is often seen as the end of the New Deal, as it

coincided with the crystallisation of Supreme Court and conservative opposition to the programme

– which they feared was going too far in restricting constitutional liberties [Polenberg 1975; Dallek

2018: 217-9; 265-96]. As Kindleberger argues, the recession was essentially caused by bad policy:
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when the expansive fiscal policy of 1936 was succeeded by cuts in public expenditure the next year,

the tentative growth in demand collapsed [Kindleberger 1987: 261-75]. At the same time as political

opposition  halted  the  thrust  of  public  social  reform,  the  cautious  economic  orthodoxy  of  the

administration sabotaged the burgeoning recovery. Thus, the domestic New Deal fizzled out. Its

global phase, however, was yet to come.

3.3 Globalising the New Deal

As Patel argues, “the 1930s was a protean phase, in which the quest for modernity created a relative

openness  to  experimenting  with  unorthodox  political  and economic  solutions”  [Patel  2016:  8].

During  the  1920s,  the  US  had  emerged  as  a  trendsetter  in  numerous  fields,  notably  with  the

international  breakthrough  of  Fordism  and  Taylorism  [Patel  2016:  14-7].52 When  the  Great

Depression  hit,  transnational  policy-networks  became  more  active,  as  countries  were  eager  to

emulate successful programmes elsewhere.  As Patel  argues, the US Glass-Steagall  Act – which

enforced  a  division  between  investment  banks  and  retail  banks  in  order  to  facilitate  financial

stability – was inspired by a similar German policy in 1931-2 [Patel 2016: 51-6].53

According to this view, a new, transnational vision of modernity was emerging as a product of

different policies around the world. Here, the US and USSR were the leading models, at least when

it came to economic policy. In the burgeoning field of economic planning, the American Fordist

model of industrial production was by the 1920s well known internationally. At the same time, the

USSR was implementing its first Five-Year Plan: though it initially attracted little attention outside

the Soviet Union, in the aftermath of the Great Depression the monumental productive growth of

the Soviet system suddenly appeared as a vital alternative to market liberalism [Patel 2016: 90-4;

Schivelbusch 2006: 138-42]. Another crucial  step in creating this  new vision of modernity was

taken in the US, with the invention of the Social Security Number in the late 1930s. A product of

cooperation between IBM and the US government, the system was intended as a way to facilitate

the smooth registration and organisation of pensions [Patel 2016: 251-5]. Keeping in mind the new

role of the government as a ‘node’ linking people together, however, the SSN-system was a huge

step forward in the administrative capacity of the government, one which was to be emulated across

52 For accounts of the history of Fordism and Taylorism, see Stephen Edgell, Heidi Gottfried and Edward Granter
[eds.], The SAGE Handbook of Sociology of Work and Employment, particularly chapter 2, Tim Strangleman’s “The
Disciplinary Career of the Sociology of Work”, and chapter 16, Matt Vidal’s “Fordism and the Golden Age of
Atlantic Capitalism”.

53 One important conduit for the dissemination of social and economic policy was the ILO, which was particularly
important in spreading US policy-ideas globally [Maul 2019: 85; 100-8].
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the  world.  In  the  1930s,  then,  a  transnational  ‘high  modernity’ was  emerging,  perhaps  best

exemplified in two US inventions: the monumental TVA system, and the humble SSN-punchcard –

both representing the expanding ambition and capability of government [Patel 2016: 242-8].

By 1938, the domestic reform programme of the Roosevelt-administration seemed exhausted,

and as the president turned his attention to the worsening crisis in Europe, the progressive thrust of

his presidency faded [Polenberg 1975: 261-2; Dallek 2018: 265-328]. The president’s efforts to turn

the country’s attention towards international affairs  was a long,  uphill  struggle,  and rather than

being a binary question of involvement versus non-involvement, the time between September 1939

and December 1941 should be considered one of gradual US engagement in the Allied war against

Germany [Dallek 2018: 329-442]. As a rule of thumb, we can divide the Roosevelt-administration

into two periods: the domestic reform-period of 1933-38, and the international engagement-period

of 1938-45. Although this is clearly a crude generalisation, it is useful in highlighting the way the

New Deal as a domestic programme was globalised during the Second World War.

In Patel’s words, “it was the war, in this sense, that actually made the New Deal” [Patel 2016:

271]. This happened in two ways: first, the production demands of the war led to a bigger role for

the government in economic matters, and to the strengthening of the corporatist institutions built by

the New Deal [Brody 1975]. Second, it led to the formulation of a New Deal-based political model,

which it became one of the American war aims to export. Patel aptly formulates this point: 

Flying the New Deal colours also made a lot of sense ideologically, and at this level the global dimension

was key. During the war even more than before, the New Deal became an icon of the confrontation with

fascism, militarism, and authoritarianism. Building on the debates about the American way of the late

1930s, welfare morphed into an ideological weapon: the supremacy of America and democracy would

reveal itself not just in military victories but also in an exemplary political and social system [Patel 2016:

269].

As Milward argues, war in general is ambiguous in its economic effects. Although it is obviously

destructive, war can also function as a catalyser for the breakdown of hierarchies and privileges. As

increased output becomes the central aim of the economy, and as public authority over labour and

capital is enhanced, other values are eroded – a notable example being women’s marginalisation in

industry [Milward 1987: 60-1]. For instance, the Second World War led to an intensification of

Taylorist measures of scientific division and management of labour, a consequence of which was

the weakening of the status hierarchy between skilled and unskilled labour [Milward 1987: 235-6].

At the same time, as demand for labour increased, workers’ real incomes grew rapidly. Furthermore,

the close cooperation of business with government, and of businesses with each other, tended to
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break down pseudo-monopolies,  as  it  became harder  to  justify  (and manage)  the  protection  of

‘business secrets’ (production methods, efficient management strategies etc.) [Milward 1987: 173].

In a way, then, the war furthered the development of ‘egalitarian nationalism’, both through the

erosion of afunctional hierarchies,54 and through the increasingly close cooperation between labour,

capital and government.

Most central to this argument, however, is that the pressure for increased production levels –

and thus for efficient management and administration – led to a simultaneous expansion of the

power of  government,  and a  rationalisation55 of  it.  In order  to  rationalise  production,  decision-

making power was centralised. At the same time, massive amounts of data was gathered, and new

means of statistical analysis were developed, as hordes of engineers, economists, mathematicians

and  businessmen  were  hired  to  improve  supply-chains,  production  methods  and  means  of

communications [Milward 1987: 99-100; 109-10; 127-31]. As public administration was expanded

and rationalised – and as the gross domestic product grew rapidly – government ambitions grew,

and the New Deal ideal of involved, progressive government was carried on into the planning of

how postwar society was to be reformed, internationally as well as domestically [Milward 1987: 63-

74; 130-1; 339-45].

According to Elizabeth Borgwardt, the “Zeitgeist of 1945” was marked by a US foreign policy

guided by “ideals, rather than ideology” [Borgwardt 2007: 85-6]. This was, in her view, due to the

fact  that  the  rhetoric  of  the  Atlantic  Charter,  the  UN  Declaration  of  Human  Rights,  and  the

establishment of the set of international institutions (including the IMF, the World Bank and the

UN) all resonated with the experiences of the American public. The memory of the ravages of the

Great Depression was still fresh. Furthermore, US citizens had experienced the war in a tangible

way: through constant media coverage, through the domestic propaganda blitz, and through their

experiences of serving as soldiers,  nurses,  journalists and seamen in the Allied campaigns.  The

public’s  engagement  in  the  war,  and  its  moral  involvement  in  the  construction  of  a  postwar

international order, were both strong [Borgwardt 2007: 6-8; 78-86].56

This engagement was mobilised skilfully by Roosevelt himself. His ‘Four Freedoms’-speech

of January 1941, in which he claimed for people everywhere in the world the rights to “freedom of

speech,  freedom  of  worship,  freedom  from  want  and  freedom  from  fear”,  was  supposed  to

54 By this  I  mean  hierarchies  without  a  clear  productive  function,  such  as  gender  roles  keeping  women out  of
industrial workplaces. That is not to say that such hierarchies are without function in general, but that they lack a
function within the productive process.

55 That is, government increasingly occupied itself with maximising national production, and with the question of how
to best distribute the product.

56 This is a rather optimistic view. A ‘realist’ view of the emergence of postwar international organisations is provided
in Mazower 2012: 191-243.
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demonstrate the idealism of his administration’s foreign policy. This was followed up in August the

same year, when he pressed Churchill into cosigning the so-called ‘Atlantic Charter’, in which they

proclaimed support for an extended form of Wilsonianism57 supporting every nation’s right to self-

determination; embraced international economic cooperation in order to establish universal social

security; and called for the restoration of global free trade in order to rebuild economic prosperity.

In this way, the Roosevelt administration’s mix of idealism and pragmatism in policy-making was

internationalised. Its professed goal was to establish economic prosperity and national, democratic

self-determination  across  the  world.  Having  thus  formulated  the  ambitions  of  postwar

reconstruction, the administration set to work finding the policy means to achieve it.

The dualism between pragmatism and idealism in the Allied – largely American – plans for

the postwar international order can be profitably analysed using the case of the Bretton Woods

conference of 1944.58 Here, the blueprints for the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank

were written, and thus also the framework for international economic cooperation. In Borgwardt’s

view,  the  conference  coincided  with  the  recasting  of  the  ‘national  interest’ by  the  Roosevelt-

administration.  First,  the  national  interest  was  portrayed  as  dependent  on  global  peace  and

democracy, based on the idea that war anywhere in the world was, to some extent, a threat to the

US.  Then,  it  was argued that  peace and democracy depended on economic security  – thus,  by

extension, that US security was dependent on global economic prosperity. The IMF and the World

Bank, intended to furnish countries with emergency liquidity and investment respectively, were on

this basis presented as vital for the security of the developed world. Global prosperity was thus cast

as  an  instrumental  necessity  for  US  national  security,  rather  than  merely  a  moral  ambition

[Borgwardt 2007: 87-140].

Another agency promoting the US’ war goals was the International Labour Organisation. The

1930s saw the ILO turn from Europe towards the Americas:  in 1934, the US finally became a

member,  and  from then  on, “the  ILO and  the  United  States  entered  into  an  almost  symbiotic

relationship”, in which the ILO gave advice on the New Deal’s policies, and the US supported the

ILO  politically  [Maul  2019:  102].  In  its  1944  ‘Declaration  of  Philadelphia’,  the  organisation

combined New Deal ideology with European social-reformist thought in order to create a model for

the progressive welfare-state. The Declaration of Philadelphia thus established a paradigm for the

social state and helped align the ambitions of both the global labour movements, and of the US

public, with the Allied war effort and its postwar plan for reconstruction [Maul 2019: 111; 117-22].

57 The ideology of ‘Wilsonianism’ has been much debated historiographically. See Tooze 2014 and Manela 2009.
58 Note:  as Tony Judt argues, the  realisation of the international  system of currency-convertibility planned at the

Bretton Woods conference was a process lasting through the 1940s and 1950s [Judt 2005: 107-8]. A critical reading
of the historiography of Bretton Woods can be found in James 2012.
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The symbiosis of the domestic and the global New Deal is demonstrated particularly clearly in the

G.I.-bill of 1944. As Patel argues, the bill “was even more New Dealish than the New Deal itself”,

providing  millions  of  servicemen  and  women  low-cost  mortgages,  low-interest  credit  (for

prospective businessmen), unemployment compensation, and payment of tuition for trade schools

and higher  education [Patel  2016:  266-9].  Advertised as a  repayment for their  service,  the bill

provided a form of public economic stimulus, and improved the skillset of a substantial subset of

the US labour force.

In addition, according to Borgwardt, the provision of subsidised college tuition allowed many

veterans to achieve a much more cosmopolitan lifestyle than they had expected before the war.

Working  class  soldiers,  in  particular,  were  able  to  use  college  education  as  a  springboard  for

reaching the urban middle-class; and, building on their firsthand experience of service in foreign

countries, their political horizons expanded as well. Young men and women who might never have

dreamt of moving beyond their state of origin thus emerged after the war as citizens of the world –

to some extent [Borgwardt 2007: 79-81]. Although this kind of change is difficult to substantiate, I

think her argument has some merit, and should be kept in mind when discussing the US turn from

interwar  isolationism to  its  postwar  global  engagement.  In  any  case,  the  G.I.-bill  encapsulates

pragmatic  public  investment,  morally  based  policy  –  with  the  veterans  being ‘repaid’ for  their

service – and the foundation for the material improvement of the lives of a significant part of the US

population; in some sense, it can be seen as an ideal type of the New Deal-type of policy.

3.4 The US as a world power

In his influential economic history of the Great Depression, Charles P. Kindleberger argues that one

of the main causes of the crisis – more accurately, the reason the various financial crises of 1928-31

turned into a global depression – was the lack of an economic hegemon. In the interwar system,

there was no leading country to absorb the costs of maintaining international stability. Thus, when

the crisis  occurred,  national policies were not coordinated,  and the means of recovery for each

country (tariffs, currency devaluation) created further problems for its neighbours [Kindleberger

1987:11;  288-305].59 Though  couched  in  the  language  of  internationalism  rather  than  US

59 Kindleberger describes a set of five functions for the hegemonic power to carry out: “(1) maintaining a relatively
open market for distress goods; (2) providing counter-cyclical, or at least stable, long-term lending; (3) policing a
relatively stable system of exchange rates; (4) ensuring the coordination of macroeconomic policies; (5) acting as a
lender of last resort by discounting or otherwise providing liquidity in financial crisis” [Kindleberger 1987: 289].
The first function can be linked to the postwar deterioration of the US trade balance and the overvaluation of the
dollar [van der Wee 1987: 66-70; 81-4]; the other four were the mandates of the IMF and the World Bank.
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supremacy,  this  understanding  of  the  crisis  was  widespread  amongst  the  wartime  Allies,  with

international collaboration being seen as a necessary condition for peace and prosperity.

In discussing the postwar US hegemony in Western Europe, one ought to make a distinction

between its two aspects. The first is the one discussed above, namely that of the United States as a

political model. Here, the influence of the US was due to its exemplary role, based largely on the

popularity of the Atlantic Charter and Roosevelt’s person. The influence of the US here overlaps

with its broader cultural influence.60 The other part of its influence was that which was entailed by

US military and economic power after the war.

When it comes to the question of idealism versus pragmatism in US postwar foreign policy,

opinions  vary:  some see US internationalism as  an ideological  cover  for  power politics,  whilst

others consider the years between the Second World War and the beginning of the Cold War61 a

moment of a truly morally guided foreign policy in the US.62 Regardless of the position one takes

on this question, it is clear both that the US government used its influence in order to spread the

kind of reformed liberalism of the New Deal, and that the countries of Western Europe generally

welcomed this influence and indeed actively furthered it. In his influential 1986 article “Empire by

Invitation?”, Geir Lundestad argues that the emergence of a US empire in Western Europe was

largely a consequence of the latter requesting the US to take a larger role in leading the emerging

Western  bloc  economically  and  militarily.  American  power  in  Europe  was  not  as  much  an

imposition  as  a  symbiosis,  with  the  US  (often  hesitantly)  trading  investment  and  military

commitment for influence in Europe [Lundestad 1986].

Why did Western Europe volunteer for its inclusion into an American empire? Beyond capital

investment, dollar liquidity and military protection, what the US provided was a model for creating

a stable and crisis-resistant form of democratic capitalism – what Charles Maier has termed ‘the

politics of productivity’. This is a term for the political compromise in which the problem of a just

distribution  of  profit  between labour  and capital  was reformulated  into  a  technical  problem of

maximising production. This made it possible for both parties to receive growing incomes, thus

giving them an incentive for peaceful cooperation. This was the basis for the class-compromise

Maier sees as the essence of the New Deal. When the US moved towards postwar hegemony in

Western Europe, this was the social model it exported; alternatively, it was the model that western

European countries consciously imported and emulated. Thus, the political stability so lacking in

60 The question of the broader cultural influence of the US is beyond the scope of this paper. For a historiographical
discussion, see Berghahn 2010.

61 As is discussed below, I consider the Cold War to have begun around 1947 and 1948, with the declaration of the
Truman doctrine, the Prague coup, and the Berlin crisis.

62 The  former  opinion  is  argued  in  James  2012  and  Milward  1987:  358-65.  The  latter  is  fundamental  for  the
perspective taken in Borgwardt 2007 and Patel 2016.
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the interwar era was achieved in Western Europe in its embrace of reform liberalism and social

democracy based on ‘the politics of productivity’. What Western Europe learned from the US, then,

was that the problem of class conflict could be solved by substituting for the political problem of

distribution the technical problem of economic growth [Maier 1977; Idem 1981]. As Maier puts it:

Stabilization  meant  not  so  much  preserving  liberal  procedures  as  re-establishing  the  overlapping

hierarchies  of  power,  wealth,  and  status  that  can  be  loosely  termed  “capitalist.”  In  an  age  of  mass

suffrage, these challenged hierarchies had to be defended less in terms of custom than results – that is,

their  performance  for  society  as  a  whole.  Increasingly,  performance  included  the  maintenance  of

economic  welfare  […]  Stabilization  thus  entailed  a  dual  task.  It  meant  re-establishing  the  contested

legitimacy of European social and economic elites – buttressing the hierarchies that even in an age of

mass voting still presupposed that only small minorities could share the prerogative of directing human

labor. Justifying inequality, in turn, required satisfying criteria of economic performance: figuratively and

literally delivering the goods [Maier 1981: 333].

Overall, then, the postwar US hegemony in Western Europe, a consequence of European invitation

as well as of US imposition, had two aspects. One was the American pursuit of its national interests

through its hegemonic position in the context of its rivalry with the USSR.63 The other was the

provision of a new political model for the continent, inspired by American example and propagated

through the international institutional framework formulated by the wartime Allies [Mazower 2012:

193-214; Borgwardt 2007: 250-300]. As Patel asserts, “the United States came to promote its labor

and welfare programmes globally. Driven by the New Deal experience, American intellectuals felt

that they could define modernity—not just as a concept, but also as a template for organizing the

world with strong welfare components” [Patel 2016: 281].

3.5 Norwegian exiles and the postwar programme

On the 9th of April, the day of the German invasion of Norway, parliament (Stortinget) convened in

the town of Elverum and granted emergency legislative power to Nygaardsvold’s government. The

latter was also expanded with one minister from each of the opposition parties, in order to legitimise

it as a government of national unity [Pryser 1988: 238]. Nygaardsvold’s government then left for

exile  in London,  which was to  last  the entirety of the war.  During these years,  as the German

63 Mazower summarises the central historiographical problem of European postwar reconstruction thus: “the problem
in  fact  that  these  historians  were  grappling  with  was  not reconstruction  in  any  recognizable  sense  but  the
construction  of two hostile opposing blocs, a kind of prehistory of the Iron Curtain” [Mazower 2011: 17]. This
problem of reconstruction vis-à-vis Cold War radicalisation is discussed in Mazower 2011, Pharo 1989 and van der
Wee 1987: 42-5.
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occupiers  were  constructing  the institutional  means for  a  plan-economy in Norway,  a  circle  of

exiled AP-politicians would work out the plans for postwar national reconstruction, a project which

would prove central in the construction of the social democratic system after 1945.

In order to create a coherent narrative of the exile of the AP leadership during the occupation,

I centre my discussion on Haakon Lie. Not only was he arguably the foremost contact between the

London government and the US, but he would also become the secretary of the AP after the war,

using his position to forge close bonds between the AP and the main American labour unions. Lie

spent the occupation years mostly in the US, where he did publicity work and fundraising for the

Norwegian war effort and the labour movement. He also travelled to London, where he was central

in writing the so-called ‘blue book’ (Blåboka),  which was to become the blueprint for postwar

reconstruction in Norway. His wartime experiences thus capture some of the main themes I want to

highlight: the construction of a transnational relationship between Norwegian and US labour; the

creation of  a  Norwegian economic programme informed and inspired  by US and UK wartime

economic measures; and the transfer of ‘the politics of productivity’ from the US to the Norwegian

postwar political system.64

The ‘Atlantic turn’ in Norwegian foreign policy was initiated by the replacement of Halvdan

Koht with Trygve Lie (no relation to Haakon) as foreign minister in November 1940. The blame for

the  lack  of  military  preparation  before  the  German  invasion  was  laid  on  Koht,  who  was

consequently  expelled  from  the  government.  The  next  month,  Trygve  Lie  launched  a  foreign

political reorientation, embracing the UK and the US as Norway’s “natural allies”. He wanted to

forge “a political alliance which can secure our national freedom […] and an economic alliance

which will provide social security and prevent economic crises from destroying industry and thus

halting our social work” [quoted in Pryser 1988: 489]. Although Lie’s ‘Atlantic policy’ would lead

to tensions between the London government on one side, and the exiles in Sweden and the “home

front” organisation (Hjemmefronten) on the other, it seems nevertheless to have laid the grounds for

closer bonds to the US in the Norwegian labour movement.

Haakon Lie, who had initially stayed behind in Norway, escaped to Sweden in the spring of

1941, narrowly avoiding German arrest. From Sweden he left for London, where he stayed for ten

months doing propaganda work for the Norwegian labour movement, as well as working on the first

draft of a postwar plan for reconstruction under the auspices of the Norwegian seamen’s union

(Norsk Sjømannsforbund) and LO. In the autumn of 1942 he was sent to the US to promote, and

raise  funds  for,  the  Norwegian  war  effort  –  joining  an  illustrious  group  of  Norwegian  exiles

including Sigmund Skard, Sigrid Undset and C. J. Hambro [Skard 1987: 35-53].

64 On Haakon Lie and his time in the US, see Lie 1982, Bjørlo 2005 and Lahlum 2009: 135-219.
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Haakon Lie’s first encounter with the US was a positive one: he would later describe his arrival in

New York as akin to “encountering spring back home” [Lie 1982: 170]. He was greatly impressed

with the scale and efficiency of American industry [Lie 1982: 175-6]. The year Lie spent in the US

mostly involved securing funding for Norwegian labour from the two main US labour unions, the

AFL (American Federation of Labour) and CIO (Congress of Industrial Organizations), as well as

from  the  Jewish  Labor  Committee.  This  he  did  with  great  success:  according  to  Hans  Olav

Lahlum’s biography of Haakon Lie, the support of the US labour movement was crucial for the

Norwegian labour movement’s ability to rebuild its party apparatus in exile, which arguably laid the

grounds for its postwar electoral dominance [Lahlum 2009: 191-3].

In his report on the US labour movement published in 1947, we see the ambivalent view of

the AFL and CIO Lie developed during his time in the country. On the one hand, he maintained that

European  socialists  had  unfairly  dismissed  the  political  strength  and  internal  solidarity  of  the

American trade unions. On the other, he thought their lack of political vision held them back from

realising their true democratic potential. He also proclaimed support for Roosevelt and Truman’s

reform liberalism, which he saw as crucial not only for social progress in the US, but for successful

international cooperation as well. Here, he thought cooperation between the Democratic Party and

labour as central; but in order for productive cooperation to be achieved, the labour movement

needed a clear political vision. Furthermore, the dictatorial leadership style of the AFL and CIO

had to be abandoned for internal democracy in order to mobilise political engagement and passion

[Lie 1947].

On the subject of workplace relations, Lie was rather more optimistic. In his 1945 report on

industrial  relations in  American wartime industry,  he emphasised the role  labour  representation

played in improving productivity, through innovations in management and production-processes.

Especially the informal cooperation between workers and managers was highlighted as a useful tool

for productivity-growth. In Lie’s view, emulating the consensual collaboration found in American

industry would be crucial in order to unlock the potential of Norwegian industry, and thus to rebuild

national prosperity after  the war [Lie 1945].  Thus,  we see how he experienced ‘the politics of

productivity’ firsthand.  This  lesson  would  feature  prominently  in  his  work  for  a  Norwegian

reconstruction plan.

In addition to mobilising support for the Norwegian cause in the US, Lie also attempted to use

his position to influence the US labour movement. In his address to the AFL convention in Boston,

October 1943, Haakon Lie presented the Norwegian labour movement as one of the pillars of the
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country’s thriving democracy – which, in his experience, many Americans admired greatly.65 He

thus presented material support for the Norwegian labour movement as crucial for the survival of

Norwegian democracy. Beyond this,  however,  he argued that solidarity between the two labour

movements was crucial for international cooperation and prosperity after the war. As he put it, the

US labour movement ought to take the initiative in planning for reconstruction, in order to prevent

“reactionary, isolationist” sentiment from defining US interests after the war. This sentiment was

repeated in his speech to the CIO War Committee in May 1944, where he also aired the possibility

of postwar vocational training and technical education of Norwegian labourers in the US.66

We see here an interesting duality in Lie’s views on the US labour movement. On the one

hand, he admired American industry greatly,  and wished to mobilise its support for Norwegian

labour – both through material support for the underfunded Norwegian labour movement in exile,

and through study trips to the US for Norwegian workers after  the war. On the other hand, he

derided what he saw as the US labour movement’s lack of political ambitions. When he urged the

AFL and CIO to cooperate more closely with the transnational labour movement, this seems to have

been motivated by his wish for them to assume a more prominent role in shaping US politics. In

order to secure the progress made by the Roosevelt administration, he thought the AFL and CIO

ought  to  identify  as  a  progressive  political  force  in  the  same  way  as  the  Norwegian  labour

movement did. His diagnosis of the American trade union movement as insufficiently politically

engaged seems, then, to have inspired his calls for more international involvement on their part.

This  interpretation is  strengthened if  we consider  Lie’s reports  on the US political  situation to

London, where he laments US plans for postwar deregulation of productive life: this he saw as a

squandering of the great political potential of the wartime planned economy.67

Lie returned from the US to London winter 1943. Here, he set about writing the ‘blue book’,

published by the NSF and AFL (that is, the LO) in May 1944 as Framtidens Norge (The Norway of

65 Though this of course does not prove that Norway was any sort of democratic ideal for Americans, it is nevertheless
interesting to see how Lie also saw in his position a mandate to ‘educate’ Americans. A similar tone is found in a
report from exiled supreme justice Paal Berg to the US Department of Justice, in which he holds up the Norwegian
system of  collective  bargaining  as  a  model  for  the  US to  adopt  [Paal  Berg,  “How Norway solves  its  labour
problem”, undated. AAB/ARK-1052/D/L0009]. Though I doubt either Lie or Berg’s appeal made much impact, it is
interesting to note how they took it upon themselves to help educate or guide American policy-makers and labour
leaders.  See also Byron Rom-Jensen’s analysis of how the Nordic countries were used as political  symbols in
American politics during the 1930s [Rom-Jensen 2017].

66 Haakon Lie, “Salvation and Rehabilitation in Occupied Europe”, Address to the AFL Convention in Boston 9th of
October 1943; Haakon Lie, “War Relief in Liberated Countries”, Extract of Speech by Haakon Lie before the Staff
Conference of the CIO War Relief Committee, 30th of May 1944. Arbark AAB/ARK-2483/Dd/L0002/0002. His
request  for  vocational  training for  Norwegian workers  in  the  US would become a  reality  after  the  war,  as  is
discussed in subchapter 4.3.

67 Haakon Lie, “Retningslinjene for omleggingen fra krigs- til fredsproduksjon i den Amerikanske industrien”, report
from  Washington  DC  to  the  London  government  17th of  October  44;  “Retningslinjene  for  den  Amerikanske
prispolitikken i overgangsperioden mellom krigs- og fredsproduksjon”, report from Washington DC to the London
government late October 1944. Arbark AAB/ARK-2483/Dd/L0002/0002.
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the Future).  Here we see the influence of his  experiences with the US manifested clearly.  The

programme  consists  of  two  interrelated  parts:  its  socialist  ideals,  and  the  technical  means  for

achieving these. In the blue book, reconstruction is used as a symbol in which a set of more or less

clearly related political problems are defined. For instance, the problem of urban living conditions is

seen  as  one  to  be  solved  by  reconstruction  through  increased  investment  in  public  housing

[NSF/AFL 1944: 45-8]. Even alcoholism as a public health concern is depicted as a problem of

reconstruction: collaboration with the occupying Germans is presented as a consequence of alcohol

abuse – “the majority  of national traitors were,  or became,  alcoholics” – and regulation of the

alcohol trade is advocated as a means to improve both public health and national unity [NSF/AFL

1944:  95].  The  scope  of  ‘reconstruction’  thus  goes  beyond  the  physical  reconstruction  of

infrastructure and trade and production-networks, involving also a broader ‘moral restoration’68 of

society. In a similar way as in the New Deal, reconstruction came to involve not only the alleviation

of an economic crisis, but would expand into an ideology of national improvement in its own right.

The larger ambition of reconstruction in the blue book is related to ‘economic democracy’.69

Here, political ends and technical means are linked together. The author70 refers to the UK and US

war-economies as the ideal Norway should strive for, and the productive potential of the kind of

economic planning carried out in these countries is emphasised. The kind of planned, corporatist

economic  coordination  achieved  is  seen  as  a  necessary  condition  for  prosperity  in  Norway

[NSF/AFL 1944: 25-29; 36-7]. Furthermore, this is seen as a necessary social model for achieving

economic democracy. First, the author proposes the establishment of a corporatist organisation of

industry in different branches jointly led by representatives of the NAF, LO and the state. These

should be governed by an industrial council appointed jointly by parliament, together with a new

department of planning. What is crucial here is the idea of integrating technological research into

the corporatist branches, in order to secure technical efficiency [NSF/AFL 1944: 38-42]. Though

this was a further development of the AP’s interwar ideology – once again, Ole Colbjørnsen was the

most  prominent  theorist  here  –  it  was  presumably  also  informed  by  Lie’s  experiences  with

American industrial organisation, as discussed above.

68 The moral  dimension is, in my view, what binds together such disparate ambitions as curbing alcoholism and
abolishing central bank independence into one programme. The goal was to create an ideal society by means of
collective action and cooperation.

69 ‘Economic democracy’ is a vague term, of which the meaning varies radically according to the political context. In
essence,  however,  ‘economic  democracy’ refers  to  an  economic  system  in  which  (more  or  less  significant)
economic  decisions  are  made  by  a  publicly  sanctioned,  democratically  elected,  authority.  A discussion  of  the
concept in the spirit of the postwar planning-discourse can be found in Bonham-Carter 1948.

70 Though Haakon Lie was the author of the blue book, he was not credited as such, and as the text was the result of
long-term collaboration and heavy editorial alteration, it is hard to say just how much of it can be attributed directly
to him. I here refer to it as [NSF/AFL 1944].
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Secondly, the central bank is described as a tool for “financial interests”, and its independence is to

be abolished; instead, the author suggests setting up branch-specific banks, with overall financial

and monetary authority delegated to the government. It is taken for granted that the low-interest

policy of the occupation will be maintained – high-interest rates are seen as a means for financial

capital to profit off the labour of productive labour and capital [NSF/AFL 1944: 72-6]. The goal of

‘economic democracy’ is to be reached through a joint rationalisation of, and public control over,

economic life. Productive output is to be maximised according to technical demands, whilst overall

control over the planned economy is to resides with parliament and government.

The most interesting aspect of the blue book, for the purposes of this thesis, is the proposed

solution to the problem of economic planning in a democratic body politic. Economic planning is

problematic insofar as technical efficiency necessitates the rule of expert authority; i.e. it  has a

strongly technocratic tendency. As argued by Maier, the ‘politics of productivity’ entails a certain

substitution of technical administration for political decision-making. In the blue book, there is an

attempt to square this circle,  as technical administration is presented as precisely the means by

which economic democracy will be realised. This is reminiscent of the political discourse of the

New Deal discussed in subchapter 3.2: as in the US, revitalisation of democratic rule is seen to

depend on public authority over the economy, realised in practice through corporatist integration of

the different classes in one national society, administered by a ‘public will’ manifest in government

planning. The New Deal paradigm, and the ‘politics of productivity’ – as well as a ‘moral economic’

perspective, as seen in the critique of central bank independence – are here appropriated and altered

to fit the Norwegian case.71 At this point, however, the New Deal was not the foremost model:

rather, it was the American war economy and productive capability which inspired Lie. As I argue

below, the New Deal-model gradually became influential in Norway between 1945 and 1949. In

1945, it was rather the politics of productivity that influenced Norwegian postwar planning.

The blue book would come to define Norwegian postwar plans for reconstruction through its

impact on the ‘common plan’ (Fellesprogrammet). This was the product of the cooperation between

four authors, each representing one of the four main parties: the AP, Høyre (conservative), Venstre

(liberal) and Bondepartiet (the farmers’ party). Though this common plan was supposed to guide the

national unity government to be instated after the liberation of Norway, Gunnar Ousland, the AP’s

representative, came to dominate the working group. In formulating the programme – to which all

four parties had committed themselves – he based it largely on the blue book (though he did make

71 The degree of  influence is  hard to ascertain here:  on the one hand,  the elements of  this model  of ‘economic
democracy’ were present in interwar Norway. On the other hand, the formulation in the blue book seems clearly
reminiscent of the US New Deal. An alternative term to ‘influence’ might be ‘translation’, as the US model was
consciously reworked and interpreted to fit the Norwegian context.
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concessions to the bourgeois parties as well) [Gerhardsen 1970: 149-61; Lie 1982: 225-9; Pryser

1988: 417]. In addition, the blue book would form the basis for the AP’s own postwar political

programme. As Lie’s blueprint became foundational both for the AP’s programme and the common

plan, the AP captured the initiative in formulating what ‘reconstruction’ would entail.72

Through the travels of Haakon Lie, then, the US wartime economy and system of production

became sources of inspiration for the AP. Or, to use Kingdon’s terms, the US policy-stream was

tapped into in the formulation of the reconstruction programme. The power to define the problem-

agenda  was  important  as  well:  ‘reconstruction’ would  not  only  involve  physical  restoration  of

damaged infrastructure, nor was it limited to a public effort to restore economic life to its interwar

condition. Rather, it became a plan for a fundamental transformation of Norwegian political life,

involving  significant  economic  and  cultural  reforms.  Public  housing,  curbing  alcoholism,  and

subjugating the central bank to government control, were all made into parts of the same larger

policy-project of ‘reconstruction’, as interwar conditions were made into postwar problems to be

solved with political means.

In considering the scope of ‘reconstruction’ as a symbol, a Laclauian perspective is useful.

Almost from the beginning of the war, international ‘reconstruction’ took on the form of an empty

signifier, encompassing both technical efforts such as Bretton Woods, and the idealistic ambitions of

the Atlantic Charter and Roosevelt’s ‘Four Freedoms’. In the Norwegian context, ‘reconstruction’

functioned as an empty signifier linking together a vision of national unity and democratic renewal

(through  the  democratisation  of  economic  life)  with  ambitions  for  increased  public  prosperity

through economic rationalisation and growth. ‘Reconstruction’, then, became the discursive means

by  which  different  reform-ambitions  were  framed.  As  a  symbol,  its  meaning  was  contested:

although the AP enjoyed a certain political  and discursive hegemony in the immediate postwar

years, this was soon to be challenged by the other parties – and by internal division in the party

itself. Thus, discussing ‘the reconstruction era’ involves discussing the constitution and contestation

of ‘reconstruction’ as a symbol by which different policies were championed. As I have argued, the

wartime formulation of this symbol was greatly influenced by the US’ economic policy.  In the

evolution of the symbol during the ‘reconstruction era’ of 1945-53, the US would again play an

important  role,  as  Roosevelt  and  the  New  Deal  were  made  into  symbols  of  modernity  and

progressivism representing a potential path to follow for Norwegian social democracy.

72 Note that there was a complex dynamic of collaboration and rivalry between the London government, the Swedish
exiles, and the “home front” (Hjemmefronten) – not to mention the communist partisans. This is somewhat outside
the scope of this paper. A thorough account can be found in Pryser 1988: 295-515.
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4. The New Deal and Norwegian reconstruction: 1945-53

Election poster from 1945 drawn by Willi Midelfart, displaying the unity of 

nature and industry – with the familiar British victory-sign in front [Arbark]

4.1 The multiple meanings of ‘national reconstruction’

In his presentation of the national budget of 1947, the young finance minister Erik Brofoss stated 

that:

Mankind has gradually, through its scientific and technological advances, managed to free itself from the 

violent rule of nature. It has broken the limitations nature has imposed on the lives of men. It would be a 
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great step towards increased autonomy to free ourselves as well from the blind tyranny of economic life, 

which to the individual appears as a force of nature in its own right. We must make ourselves masters of 

the forces of economic life, rather than be mastered by them [quoted in Hanisch, Søilen & Ecklund 1999: 

155].

Brofoss’ rhetoric perfectly captures the planning enthusiasm of the day: the goal of taking control

over economic life, of proactively ordering it for the benefit of the political community, and even of

overcoming nature itself. This ambition had been a red thread both in interwar and occupation era

Norway, and in the New Deal and wartime USA (though in rather different forms), and it would

mark the postwar era in Western Europe, not least in Norway where the planned economy would

assume a specific outlook.

In this subchapter, I discuss the Norwegian reconstruction era of 1945 to 1953.73 Here, I focus

on the political contest shaping how the AP’s policy-programme – largely building on Haakon Lie’s

blue book – was implemented, and on how the basis for the social democratic hegemony of the

1950s and 1960s emerged. In the following three subchapters, I contextualise the national history of

Norwegian reconstruction in three different ways. First,  I  discuss the reconstruction of Western

Europe in general, and show how the Norwegian case fits into this picture. Then, I analyse the way

in which ‘America’, ‘Roosevelt’ and the ‘New Deal’ were used as symbols in political discourse,

particularly  after  Truman’s  reelection of  1948,  which was to  become central  to  the  Norwegian

‘Atlantic turn’. In the last subchapter I discuss the role the Tennessee Valley Authority played as a

paradigm of modern democracy in Norway, and how it impacted the political vision of the AP.

As discussed in chapter  3,  the AP had captured the initiative in  the planning for postwar

reconstruction.  Thus,  the party was in a position to define a national  programme for economic

recovery. Following VE day in May 1945, a government of national unity was organised under the

leadership of Prime Minister Einar Gerhardsen. This lasted until the general elections autumn of the

same year, in which the AP won an absolute parliamentary majority – thus initiating sixteen years of

continuous AP government.74

Although  the  AP had  won  a  parliamentary  majority,  it  was  still  faced  with  significant

opposition.  Despite  the  fact  that  the  bourgeois  parties  had  accepted  the  ‘common  plan’

(Fellesprogrammet) for postwar reconstruction, the implementation of the policies advocated in the

73 This is a broadly accepted periodisation, with the end of the “price law”-controversy in 1953 marking the beginning
of the social democratic era proper. See for instance Sejersted 1993: 296; Olstad 1991: 130-4. In the economic
historical tradition, however, the divide is sometimes set around 1951: see Lie 2012: 94-6; Knutsen 2007: 293-9;
640.

74 The organisation of the national unity-government was the object of a complex series of political manoeuvrers and
compromises. For details, see Gerhardsen 1971: 15-45; Pryser 1988: 523-34; Slagstad 1998: 217-20.
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blue book would be strongly contested,  especially by  Høyre.75 Furthermore,  the AP was not an

ideological  monolith,  despite  its  maintenance  of  outward  unity  (which  Seip  (in)famously

characterised  as  a  soft  form  of  Leninist  ‘democratic  centralism’  in  1963).76 Overall,  the

reconstruction era can be characterised as a time of ideological uncertainty for the AP regarding

concepts such as ‘democracy’ and ‘planning’. Political opposition from the other parties, as well as

from  business-interests;  internal  ideological  differences;  and  the  impact  of  the  international

situation, all influenced how the social democratic system would end up functioning.

In  practice,  the  reconstruction  era  of  1945 to  1953 centred  on  economic  growth,  and on

technological  and organisational  modernisation.  As  mentioned,  the  German occupation  had not

been an economic catastrophe. Still, the sense of the times was that it would take hard work to

restore the prosperity of the pre-occupation era.77 For this reason, Brofoss pushed for government

direction of investment. With the build-up of purchasing power during the occupation, there were

widespread expectations of strong postwar inflation. This was to be kept in check by government

rations  on  consumer  goods  combined  with  price  controls.  Though  Brofoss  often  voiced  his

frustration over the difficulties of keeping consumer spending under control, in reality, it seems that

a workable balance was struck between increased private consumption and public investment – with

real incomes growing modestly but steadily [Bergh 1987: 155-9].78

If reconstruction had only been about the quantitative restoration of production levels, then it

would have been complete already by 1946 [Hanisch, Søilen & Ecklund 1999: 164-5; Lie 2012: 94-

6].  A further  ambition  of  reconstruction,  however,  was  that  of  modernising  and  rationalising

industrial production. The aim was not to restore the economic situation of the interwar era, but to

create a sounder, more vital national economy. First, this involved the substitution of scientifically

based public planning for private initiative in investment and resource allocation [Bergh & Hanisch

1984:  185-9;  Hanisch,  Søilen  & Ecklund 1999:  143-5].  Secondly,  publicly  directed  investment

capital was channelled into the development of large-scale industrial facilities based on hydropower

(of which Norway had abundant supply) [Sejersted 2013: 277-8].

75 The account of  Høyre’s stance on state-ownership in industry has recently been revised in accordance with the
critical history of neoliberalism. See Aven & Innset 2018.

76 See Seip’s essay “Fra embedsmannsstat til ettpartistat”. The essay is based on a lecture held for the Norwegian
students’ organisation (Det norske studentersamfund) on the 14th of September 1963, and has arguably defined the
subsequent historiography of Norwegian postwar social democracy.

77 It  is  generally  accepted  today  that  the  influential  report  Hva  krigen  kostet  Norge, published  in  1945,  greatly
overestimated the destructiveness of the German occupation [Lie 2012: 94-6; Hanisch, Søilen & Ecklund 1999:
164-5].  Still,  the  1945 report  would define the Norwegian account  of  the economic effects  of  occupation for
decades. And, with Finnmark and Nordtroms in Northern Norway laid waste by the Germans in late 1944, and with
the physical devastation of several Norwegian cities, the war’s legacy of destruction would have been manifest.

78 Assessments of Brofoss’ regulatory system, and the mixed economy of postwar social democracy, have varied:
Francis Sejersted and Einar Lie both consider the post-1953 system quite successful,  whilst  Harald Espeli and
Sverre Knutsen argue that the regulatory system held back economic growth [Sejersted 2013: 321-2; Lie 2012: 99-
122; Hanisch, Søilen & Ecklund 1999: 157-61; Espeli 2013; Knutsen 2007: 637]. 
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With this productivist ideology, fired by technological optimism, the AP government rapidly came

into conflict with rural municipalities. While central government wanted to revitalise rural areas by

rationalising their  social  structure,  this  clashed with local  patterns  of  life.  In  many rural  areas,

particularly in the north, it was common for people to work several different jobs on an ad hoc

basis:  many  farmers  were  also  part-time  fishermen  and/or  industrial  workers.  The  vision  of

modernity pushed by the leading circle of the AP, in contrast, aimed for a clearer division of labour.

The fishing trade would be based on trawler fishing, agriculture on highly mechanised large scale

farming, and factories would be set up to absorb excess labour. Thus, a local division of labour

would  be set  up to  maximise output.  In  short,  instead  of  an urban-rural  divide,  the distinction

between the primary and secondary sectors of the economy would be internalised within the local

community [Bergh 1987: 183-8; Slagstad 1998: 221-32]. This vision was that of the productivist

wing of the AP centred around Brofoss and Colbjørnsen [Bergh 1987: 162-4].

Within the AP’s broad social base, however, this policy met opposition from those wanting to

maintain traditional patterns and styles of life – often appealing to cultural or national heritage. In

particular, the goal of modernising fishing by introducing large-scale trawling, and of rationalising

agriculture by favouring larger unites of production, both met with heavy internal dissent as well as

external  opposition,  which  forced  the  Oslo-government  to  moderate  its  modernising  ambitions

[Bergh 1987: 171-82]. Overall, both in regards to the business sector and to local communities, the

implementation of the productivist vision of Colbjørnsen and Brofoss met with resistance, which

would ultimately lead to a scaling down of government rationalising efforts.

For  Tore  Pryser  and  Trond  Bergh  –  both  being,  notably,  specialists  on  the  Norwegian  labour

movement – the reconstruction era symbolises the ascendance of the working-class in political life.

To Pryser,  the  construction  of  a  unitary,  comprehensive  welfare  state  represents  the  successful

integration of labour into the nation [Pryser 1988: 592].79 And for Bergh, the years 1945-52 were

marked by a more egalitarian economic policy than before or after: high, progressive tax levels and

full employment, and a strong and self-confident LO, significantly limited economic inequality. In

1952, this policy was reversed, as it was argued that too high a degree of economic redistribution

crippled  the  wage  incentive,  leading  to  an  inefficient  labour  market.  From 1952 on,  then,  the

egalitarian wage policy favoured by the government and LO was moderated,  and the vision of

reform socialism receded in favour of a definitely capitalist system, in which inequality was to be

mitigated by public redistribution [Bergh 1987: 146-50]. 

79 Note how Pryser here tacitly embraces Halvdan Koht’s schema of the dialectical realisation of the nation.
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In his rather more opinionated history of the Norwegian working class, Finn Olstad emphasises the

tension between workers “on the ground”, and the political leadership of AP and LO. In his view,

the  top-heavy  administrative  apparatus  of  the  postwar  social  democratic  system  was  often

experienced as an inscrutable, vaguely Kafkaesque force, advocating rationing and wage-restraint

on behalf of the same workers who were actually impacted by those policies [Olstad 1991: 137-8].

Although Olstad’s view might be somewhat one-sided, he is right to point out the paradox of an

increasingly disciplined labour movement using its authority to stifle the demands of its constituents

– no matter how economically sensible the government’s policies might have been.80

In  his  assessment  of  “the  sublime  moment  of  social  democracy”  (“Sosialdemokratiets

lykkelige øyeblikk”), Francis Sejersted emphasises a similar tension between democratisation and

technocratisation. On the one hand, the labour movement achieved a greater degree of prosperity

than ever before under the aegis of the AP. And it is hard to deny that this entailed an increased

degree of freedom as well. With solid economic growth throughout the twenty years of unbroken

AP rule from 1945, workers enjoyed both material wealth and economic security [Sejersted 2013:

250-2]. Perhaps the clearest sign of this development is the fact that, in the postwar era, the term

‘working class’ would increasingly be substituted by ‘wage-earners’, as the political significance of

the division between white and blue-collar workers weakened [Bergh 1987: 44-6; Sejersted 2013:

252]. Though this was more of a gradual tendency than a clear-cut break, it is still important to note:

to some extent, the impulse for class-conflict fell away. The tendency, seen during the first half of

the  twentieth  century,  for  labour  to  define  itself  in  opposition  to  bourgeois  society  weakened.

Though differences remained between the working class and the middle-classes, these were now

situated within a shared society, ostensibly marked by national unity forged during the German

occupation. The AP’s mandate as a ‘people’s party’ here seems to me to have realised, to some

extent, the idea of ‘egalitarian nationalism’.81

Whilst Sejersted’s “sublime moment of social democracy” involved increased agency for the

working class – brought about in part through material prosperity, and in part through the political

power  of  the  AP  –  this  democratising  tendency  grew  in  tandem  with  a  tendency  towards

technocratic rule. As seen above, the postwar ‘politics of productivity’ involved a strong emphasis

80 When explaining his disillusionment with national politics in 1950, Johan Nygaardsvold stated that “I have gotten a
lot of requests to hold lectures, but I have had to decline, as I don’t know what I would talk about […] Should I
speak of more work for the individual worker, or of the extension of the eight hour workday to eight and a half or
nine hours, as Ole Colbjørnsen is suggesting? I don’t know, I am entirely lost, and therefore I think it best that I
keep silent – and retire” [quoted in Lie 2012: 102]. This quote, I think, symbolises well the disillusionment many
AP-members must have felt with the productivist line of the reconstruction era.

81 Though Wolfgang Schivelbusch uses the term primarily to discuss the American case, I think that, keeping in mind
the themes of Norwegian political history discussed in this paper, it should be clear that the idea of ‘egalitarian
nationalism’ stood strong in Norway.
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on material production and consumption: that is, politics became primarily a matter of economics.

In the social democratic vision of class cooperation advocated by AP, economic growth became the

central  issue  of  political  leadership.  Thus,  the  ambition  of  creating  the  conditions  for  an

autonomous,  democratically  self-governed  public  depended  on  political  decision-making  being

contingent  on the demands of  economic expediency.  At  the same time,  the hegemony of legal

experts  within  state  offices  was  replaced  by  that  of  economists,  as  public  administration  was

increasingly defined as a technical problem, not a political  one [Sejersted 2013: 257-60].82 The

ambition of asserting democratic control over the vagaries of economic life, voiced by Brofoss, led

to  the  institution  of  a  top-heavy,  strongly  hierarchical  administration  tasked  with  reforming

economic life on behalf of the public. Sejersted formulates the point concisely: “what is interesting

is, however, that by employing technical experts, the socialists were caught in their own yarn, here

as  in  so  many  other  cases.  For  the  economists,  motives  such  as  just  distribution  had  less

significance” [Sejersted 2013: 393].

This is a crucial point for understanding the policies pursued by the AP between 1945 and

1953. In the blue book, the plan had been to implement a set of administrative institutions which

would  allow  for  democratic  control  over  economic  life.  Indeed,  a  byzantine  network  of

departments, councils, directories and various other administrative tools were created – or, in many

cases, reformed – in order to make the bureaucracy a more workable tool for political action. In

other words, the expansion of bureaucracy was intended to have a politicising effect: by creating the

administrative apparatus for economic and societal planning, one would also create the conditions

for efficient political action [Grønlie 1993; Bergh 1993]. In contrast to the liberal conception of

political freedom as the restriction of public authority by rules (and norms) of procedure, the AP

government – and particularly Brofoss – conceived of political freedom as the emancipation of

public authority from rigid rules and norms.83 The consequence of this policy, however, was an

unmanageable  system  of  overlapping  jurisdictions,  authority,  and  responsibility  which  often

hampered political action.  In some cases, the effect of policy was precisely the opposite of what

intended: for instance, the growth in the government-favoured export industries (particularly wood

82 Norwegian bureaucracy had historically been dominated by jurists, and projected a vision of public administration
as an ethical, rather than technical, concern – though in practice, neither the jurists nor the economists substituted
either ethics for technical expertise or vice versa.

83 The argument, in short, went as such: rigidly defined rules for administration cannot be simultaneously flexible and
detailed enough for the needs of modern political-economic problem solving – rather, those rules serve to hinder the
realisation of the democratically constituted ‘public will’. This idea is discussed in depth in Slagstad 2015: 202-13,
who traces a link from Carl Schmitt’s critique of liberalism to the ‘juridical realism’ of the postwar AP. Note also
the similarity to Roosevelt’s view of ‘big government’ as a boon to democracy, because government allegedly
represented nothing but the will of the public.
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processing) seems to have been generally lower than in neglected industries [Hanisch, Søilen &

Ecklund 1999: 157-61].

Looking at the Norwegian case through the lens of Kingdon’s theory, we can see how the

enactment of a relatively systematic policy-programme – again, largely based on the blue book –

involved a  contradictory  and contentious  political  struggle.  Though granted  a  generous  policy-

window with its  parliamentary majority,  and having worked out  a  policy-programme ready for

application, the AP’s political ambitions would be frustrated or moderated at several turns. That

does  not  mean,  however,  that  the  form of  social  democracy  ultimately  created  was  merely  a

compromised,  moderate  form of  the  proper  planned  economy  envisioned;  rather,  the  dynamic

political contest involved in realising the AP’s policy-programme led to the creation of a political

system fundamentally different from what had been planned. As society was reordered to fit the

policy-programme of the AP, the party had to adapt its policy-views (and its ideology) in reaction to

the new situation. Thus, the passage from reconstruction to social democracy proper appears as

much an evolution as a moderation of the wartime policy-programme.

This  point  is  perhaps  best  exemplified  in  the  “price-law  controversy”  of  1952

(fullmaktsstriden).84 On  the  8th of  May  1945,  the  day  of  national  liberation,  the  so-called  Lex

Thagaard was instituted. This law involved, in short, the institution of a legal basis providing for the

kind of economic regulation advocated in the blue book – as well as for much of the policy carried

out under the German occupation. The price mechanism was put under public regulation, allowing

the indirect steering by government of investment and consumption [Hanisch, Søilen & Ecklund

1999: 143-6]. This legislation was extended on a yearly basis until 1952 – by then, it was known as

the Lex Brofoss. It was, however, opposed, both by  Høyre and in business-circles. As Sejersted

argues, the opposition to these “price laws” was initially based on its ostensible economic cost.

Gradually, however, more weight was put on the constitutional argument. As the jurist and Venstre-

politician  Johannes  Andesnæs  argued,  the  price  law involved an  unconstitutional  delegation  of

parliamentary authority to the department of trade. The controversy culminated in 1952, when a

proposal for a new price law worked out by the so-called “Sjaastad committee” (Sjaastad-komiteen)

was abandoned by the AP.

The historiography of this conflict is contested. According to Bergh, the concession was a

result of an internal moderation process within the AP; in contrast,  Sejersted attributes it to the

84 Whether its paradigmatic status is due to its centrality in the historiography, or the other way around, is hard to say.
In any case, the historiography of this topic is not only broad, but it is also marked by a wealth of contrasting
interpretations. A good overview over the different theories and interpretations of this conflict can be found in
Sejersted’s entry on the postwar era in the online Store Norske Leksikon [Sejersted 2020]. Note also that Frisch’s
national budget model (discussed in subchapter 2.2) was attempted put into practice by Brofoss in 1946, which
further aggravated the bourgeois opposition-parties.
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pressure  of  the  opposition’s  arguments  [Bergh  1987:  230-44;  Sejersted  1993:  271-302].  And,

according to the latter, the compromise solution embraced by the AP in 1953 – which involved

abandoning the kind of detail planning advocated by Brofoss in favour of a less interventionist

policy, in which overall economic development was to be guided rather than planned – represents

the birth of the social democratic order proper. In his view, the compromise between the socialist

ambitions of Brofoss’ circle within the AP, and the liberal principles of the opposition, was the

foundation for the “sublime moment of social democracy” [Sejersted 2013: 357-63].

Central to Sejersted’s account is the contest over the meaning of ‘democracy’. In the price law

controversy,  two different conceptions  of democracy clashed.  Gerhardsen’s AP-government  was

attempting to realise the kind of ‘economic democracy’ advocated in the blue book. In opposition to

this,  the  bourgeois  parties  –  led  by  Høyre –  championed  a  liberal  constitutionalist  idea  of

democracy,  according  to  which  the  prerogatives  granted  to  the  government  by  the  price  law

undermined the legitimate authority of parliament.  The consequence of this  was supposedly an

ideological reorientation within the AP, in which Brofoss’ ideal planned economy was abandoned in

favour of a mixed economy featuring moderate public interventionism [Sejersted 1993: 271-302].

Thus, the hegemony of the AP, which would last until the 1960s, was built on a compromise

over the meaning of ‘democracy’ as a floating signifier. Formulated as ‘economic democracy’ and

employed  as  a  tool  for  the  legitimation  of  the  AP’s  planned  economy,  the  discursive  contest

involved in the conflict over the price law led to the stabilisation of the AP’s dominance through its

compromise with the opposition in 1953. But it also led to a moderation of its political ambitions,

based on the internal logic of the ideology it embraced. Thus, the AP’s identification as a ‘people’s

party’ culminated in its self-moderation according to the constitutional responsibilities implied by

the term ‘democracy’. In a sense, the integration of labour into the nation, the AP’s evolution into a

‘people’s party’, and the constitutional compromise embraced by the party in 1953, can be seen as

aspects of the same overall phenomenon.

Though Sejersted’s theory of a dynamically emerging compromise has its strengths, I find

Rune Slagstad’s account more convincing. The latter presents the AP’s change of course – from

Brofoss’ focus  on  top-down  economic  planning  to  a  consensual,  somewhat  corporatist  mixed

economy – as a willed ideological reorientation engineered by a “triumvirate” consisting of Einar

Gerhardsen, Jens C. Hauge (minister of defence and a former commander in Hjemmefronten), and

Haakon Lie [Slagstad 1993]. According to Slagstad, 1952 saw a subtle but decisive ideological

contest within the AP. That year,  Sjaastad-komiteen presented its draft for a new price law, which

was supposed to create for Brofoss’ style of economic planning a solid juridical basis, rather than

the ad hoc-basis it had built on so far. The draft was initially praised by the labour press, particularly
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the  influential  paper  Arbeiderbladet.85 However,  through  that  year,  the  three  members  of  the

triumvirate used their influence over the party organisation to sow doubts about the draft.86 When

faced with the constitutionalist critique mentioned above, the triumvirate’s case within the party was

vindicated, handing it a trump card in its contest with the AP’s left wing.87 For Slagstad too, 1953

symbolises  the  transition  from ‘reconstruction’ to  social  democracy:  the  price  law-controversy

represents for him the shift from the AP’s planned economic political model to its liberal-socialist

corporatism developed from 1953 on. Although economic democracy would still be an aim of the

party’s governments through the 1950s and 1960s, according to Slagstad, the movement towards

socialism was in practice abandoned. Instead, the AP, during its “sublime moment”, would realise a

reform-liberal variety of corporatist capitalism [Slagstad 1993; Idem 1998: 233-50].

Looking  at  these  different  interpretations  together  is  interesting  for  two  reasons.  First,  it

provides a more nuanced picture of the AP’s ideological reorientation around 1952/1953. It seems

that external opposition and internal political manoeuvring pushed in the same direction, without

either being the definite cause of the shift. The AP was not an ideological monolith, and neither was

it pushing consistently for one clearly defined goal. Rather, external political opposition and internal

ideological evolution blended together in the process of developing a consensual (or hegemonic)

social democratic modus operandi.88 And especially in the question of ‘democracy’, it seems that

the concept itself, and its evolving meaning, played an autonomous historical role. In the postwar

social democratic welfare-state – the construction of which, as pointed out by Sejersted, was indeed

a  significant  achievement  in  its  own right  –  the  symbols  ‘worker’,  ‘democracy’ (economic  or

otherwise), ‘modernity’ and ‘socialism’ did not disappear, or lose relevance; rather, they evolved in

response to the contingent political situation [Sejersted 2013: 363]. When discussing the evolution

of social democratic ideology, and the system built by the AP, it is important to keep in mind both

85 The editor-in-chief of Arbeiderbladet was Martin Tranmæl, who was a hugely influential thinker in the AP from the
early 1920s to the 1950s. Tranmæl was a close friend and ally of Haakon Lie, with the two eventually forming the
core of the pro-American faction of the party (incidentally, Tranmæl had, as Lie, spent time in the US in his youth).

86 Slagstad’s thorough and detailed account of the mechanism of this ideological manoeuvring demonstrates the way
the AP functioned as an organisation. He thus presents a nuanced revision of Seip’s allegation of the party’s internal
Leninist authoritarianism.

87 I use “leftist” here to refer to the loose association of the proponents of Brofoss’ planned economy, the socialists of
Colbjørnsen’s mould, and Ragnar Frisch’s circle of AP-allied economists. In contrast to many other internal party
contests, this one did not lead to any purges – although Gustav Sjaastad himself was frustrated with being sidelined
by the party leadership.

88 When a bourgeois coalition won the general election in 1965 and thus broke the AP’s governing monopoly, its
policies arguably represented a continuation of the latter party’s policies – and its social democratic project [Lie
2012: 113-20]. Whether this proves the identification of the bourgeois parties with social democratic ideals, or the
impossibility of carrying out non-social democratic policy in postwar Norway, it surely demonstrates the weight of
the social democratic ideological hegemony.

57



the way abstract ideas determined practical action, and the way contingent events altered the shape

of those ideas.89

The second point to take note of in Slagstad’s theory is its similarity to the process in which

the ‘Atlantic turn’ of the AP was carried out. This is discussed further in subchapter 4.3; for now, it

is worth keeping in mind that the turn to the West, culminating in Norway’s membership in NATO,

followed a similar trajectory,  in which one group within the AP used the party’s organisational

apparatus in order to push for an ideological reorientation. And indeed, Haakon Lie was central in

this reorientation as well.90

If  1953 marks  the  emergence  of  a  different  political  regime,  what  was  the  nature  of  this  new

regime? In Sverre Knutsen’s analysis of the postwar financial system, he posits a gradual evolution

which found its  definite form around 1955.91 The first  few years after  1945 were marked by a

system built  on  government  imperative,  as  discussed  above.  Around  1949,  this  system started

breaking down due to operational difficulties, external political opposition (from the business sector

and  Høyre), and external pressure for economic liberalisation through the OEEC. The imperative

system  was  succeeded  by  a  consensual,  corporatist  system  in  which  a  monetary  council

(Pengerådet) was set up to work out the framework for cooperation between government and the

banking sector – with the dual aim of streamlining the public regulatory apparatus, and of achieving

a workable compromise with private financial institutions. This cooperative framework was solidly

embedded in public administration by 1955. In this overall periodisation of Norwegian financial

history, the decade from 1940 to 1950 figures as a “transitional period” with the years 1950-1980

then  making  up  the  era  of  “strategic  capitalism”,  that  is,  a  system  of  public/private  financial

cooperation under overall  government direction,  rather than thoroughly planned [Knutsen 2007:

279-301; 640].92

This account fits well with Slagstad’s above account of an ideological reorientation within the

AP. Additionally, the way Knutsen accounts for the move from economic planning to government

direction based on corporatist cooperation illustrates the improvised nature of the social democratic

89 This assessment fits well with Kingdon’s model of policy-making as an evolutionary, radically contingent process
[Kingdon 2014: 222-30].

90 The most thorough work on the inner contest leading to the AP’s embrace of NATO is still, as far as I know, Eriksen
1972.

91 In his (post-Marxist) analysis, Knutsen argues that financial history proceeds by the emergence of more or less
stable and self-reproducing institutional structures or systems, which generally break down through a combination
of endogenous evolution and exogenous shocks [Knutsen 2007: 34-6; 51-86].

92 Somewhat simplified, ‘economic regulation’ consists of government intervening in response to unwanted economic
developments, whilst ‘economic planning’ consists of the active planning of (a greater or smaller part of) a society’s
economic activity. In practice, the border between these approaches is very fluid, which is important to keep in
mind when considering the political significance of the term ‘planning’ during this period.
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system. This is exemplified well by Brofoss’ postwar development of Colbjørnsen’s productivist

line, which eventually led him to embrace trade liberalisation. In a seemingly paradoxical way, the

most committed advocate for economic planning as a road to socialism would end up arguing for

trade liberalisation on the basis of comparative advantage [Bergh 1987: 162-70].93 Again, the ‘actual

content’, so to speak, of terms such as ‘socialism’ was subject to much adjustment and redefinition

in these years.

On the other hand, the financial system was also subject to a ‘moral economic’ argument. In

the aftermath of the interwar parity policy, the central bank’s reputation was badly tarnished. In the

blue book, as mentioned, the bank was accused of representing the interests of “financial capital” in

opposition to “the people”. In the postwar era, this critique was realised in the effective abolition of

central bank independence [Lie & Thomassen 2016]. The normative argument against central bank

independence stood strong in the AP: as  the party’s  MP Olav A.  Versto argued in 1949,  “this

[abolition of central bank independence] is a step on the road towards our goal of society’s ultimate

control over the monetary system, which in the long run will lead to economic democratisation”

[quoted in Thomassen 2014: 101]. Another proponent of this moral economic argument was Ragnar

Frisch, who in 1952 defined “economic democracy” as the aim of his economic theory. Thus, the

financial  compromise  system of  the  following  three  decades,  though moderated  and  altered  in

operation, also had roots in the interwar parity controversy.

According  to  Lie  and  Thomassen,  this  new  financial  system primarily  had  political,  not

economic,  aims. Although Frisch and his ‘Oslo school’ of economists  supported the system on

economic grounds, the system was set up mainly to facilitate a stable supply of cheap credit in order

to aid debtors – regardless of economic expediency. Ideologically, as we have seen, high interest

rates were assumed to benefit financial interests at the expense of productive labour and capital. In

addition to this ideological argument, and beyond its usefulness in keeping the level of investment

high, the low interest-rate was used as a measure to make home-ownership tenable for the working

class [Lie & Thomassen 2016]. Abundant credit was used to grease the wheels of consumer society,

thus further integrating workers into a national society of class harmony [Sejersted 2013: 250-2;

293-322].

The overall strategy of the postwar financial system was to generate an export surplus through

the shipping trade and hydroelectric industrial production, with the surplus then invested back into

the home industry.  With a  high tax level  and a  strongly regulated financial  sector,  this  system

93 Seen in retrospect, this might be a sign of the AP’s nationalism trumping its socialism; its mandate was now to
manage the national economy in a responsible way. Still, this was clearly more of a tendency than a definite change
– the AP would maintain wage growth and full employment for industrial workers as political goals above all
others, and its cooperation with the labour movement – especially LO – has remained very close up until today.
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allowed  quite  efficient  government  direction  of  the  economy,  even  without  a  direct  planning

apparatus [Frøland 2004]. Thus, the government largely took over the role of saving and investing,

creating  what  Francis  Sejersted  has  dubbed  “capitalism  without  capitalists”  –  or,  to  use

Colbjørnsen’s interwar term, “state capitalism” [Sejersted 2013: 385-93].94

Overall, then, many of the political issues of the interwar era reemerged under the heading of

‘reconstruction’. Colbjørnsen’s vision of state capitalism, intended to pave the way for a gradual

socialisation of the national economy, was attempted put into practice; but rather than leading to

socialisation,  it  eventually  led  to  a  compromise  between  labour,  capital,  and  government  in  a

corporatist, mixed economy, in which international trade liberalisation was eventually embraced. In

a sense, reconstruction saw the AP take on the task of a ‘people’s party’ proper, as its political

power led to its also being held responsible for balancing a myriad of different interests: from rural

areas threatened by depopulation, to fishermen angered by rationalisation measures, to business-

leaders frustrated with import and export restrictions. And, in general, Brofoss had the unthankful

task of having to balance low dollar reserves with a population demanding both consumer goods

and economic investment  and growth.  Reconstruction  was thus  a  difficult  process  of  perpetual

improvisation,  in  which  operational  expediency  of  administration  was  often  preferred  over

ideological consistency. It seems that, although Colbjørnsen’s vision became central to economic

policy,  it  was  Koht’s  vision  for  a  nationally  domesticated  labour  movement  which  came  to

fundamentally shape the social democratic system.

Still,  though the project of building a social democratic state ended up deviating from the

original plan in countless ways, what emerged in the early 1950s was in many ways radically new.

The system built on active economic redistribution, on public involvement in the social, cultural,

and medical well-being of its citizens, and on a set of institutions intended to give its constituents a

voice  vis-à-vis  the  state  [Sejersted  2013:  323-47;  363-73;  395-6].  Such an  interventionist  state

would by necessity have a technocratic bent; but the effort to synthesise technical expediency with

democratic agency was a consistent preoccupation of the AP, as is seen below. For better or worse,

this was the system which the AP, with its ideas of ‘national integration’, ‘economic democracy’,

and ‘socialism’, ended up creating.

4.2 The division of Europe

In his magisterial history of postwar Europe, Tony Judt writes that:

94 A good case study of how this system worked in practice can be found in Tore Grønlie’s analysis of the struggle
between government and private interests in the management of the wood processing-firm Union [Grønlie 1978].
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[T]he very scale of the collective misery that Europeans had brought upon themselves in the first half of

the century had a profoundly de-politicizing effect: far from turning to extreme solutions, in the manner

of the years following World War One, the European publics of the gloomy post-World War Two years

turned away from politics [Judt 2005: 236].95

Whilst this seems somewhat different from the Norwegian case, where reconstruction was rather a

politicising time, there are nevertheless interesting similarities (and differences) between Norway

and Western Europe in general. In this subchapter, I reflect on some of the thematic similarities and

contrasts  between  reconstruction  in  Norway  and  in  Western  Europe  overall,  before  briefly

discussing the European Recovery Program, the role it played in radicalising the division of Europe

between East and West, and the process by which Norway fell in line with ‘the West’ in 1948-9.

As in Norway, the war seemed to vindicate economic planning across Europe. With the recent

experience  of  the  Great  Depression,  and  the  apparent  efficiency  of  the  war  economies  of  the

combatants, economic planning seemed like the way of the future. This was intertwined with calls

for  a  kind of  democracy which  could  go beyond parliamentary formality  and provide  material

freedom and  agency  for  its  subjects.  And,  as  in  Norway,  the  postwar  era  in  Europe  saw two

contesting  conceptualisations  of  democracy emerge:  ‘economic democracy’,  with an active  and

socially responsible government; and (specifically in Western Europe) a rights-based democracy, in

which the individual was to be protected from the kind of tyrannical state power represented by

fascism [Mazower 1998: 185-200].

In the aftermath of  the war,  the sense of  destruction was tangible  in  Europe.  Cities  were

bombed out, communication lines broken, and masses of people were driven from their homes. In

this environment, planning of some sort was necessary in order to restore some sort of normality;

and,  with  the  state  being  the  only  institution  with  the  capacity  to  undertake  the  necessary

restoration, state planning was embraced [Judt 2005: 67-72]. The emergence of comprehensive state

planning was thus in part a matter of expediency. But government was more ambitious than this:

alongside the plans for material restoration of European society emerged the vision of the welfare

state. Though this political vision had roots in interwar policy – and even in legislation of the 19 th

Century – the form it took in postwar Europe was new. On the basis of a collection of ad hoc-

measures aimed at ameliorating particular social ills was built a system which was universal and

redistributive in character. The underlying premise of universal social provision intended to secure a

95 This begs the question of what ‘politicising’ is supposed to mean. Judt’s argument seems to be that, in postwar
Western Europe,  people’s  horizons shrunk: they withdrew to private family life,  paying less attention to party
politics and questions of ideology. In Norway, in my view, the case was closer to the opposite: national liberation
spurred  an  increased  engagement  with  political questions  of  distribution  of  incomes  and  the  assignment  of
responsibilities for the individual citizen and the government.
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minimum standard of life for every citizen was highly ambitious [Judt 2005: 73-7]. As in Norway,

then, postwar Europe generally saw a synthesis between economic planning, a more egalitarian

nationalism, and an expanded responsibility of government for its citizens’ welfare.

In the Western Europe of the 1950s, capitalism recovered from its tarnished interwar image, as

public/private cooperation created the basis for growth in production and incomes [Mazower 1998:

206-9; 290-306]. As Herman van der Wee argues, the postwar mixed economy of Western Europe

consisted  of  a  combination  of  classical  microeconomics  and  Keynesian  macroeconomics:  the

behaviour of the individual (person or firm) still operated in much the same way as it had before the

war; but the economy as a whole was regulated so as to further the public good – in practice, this

meant a pursuit of growth according to the logic of the ‘politics of productivity’ [van der Wee 1987:

286-90]. The basis for the strong growth, which undergirded welfare spending and the expansive

public sector in general, was the growth in global trade: whilst the years from 1914 to 1945 had

seen domestic production and consumption become central to nations’ economies, in the years from

roughly 1945 to 1973, the quantity of international trade multiplied several times over, with exports

and imports becoming central to national prosperity. From the protectionist and autarkic policies of

the interwar era, countries came to reorient themselves towards the outside world [van der Wee

1987: 258-77].96

The radicalisation of the divide between Eastern and Western Europe was firmly established

in 1947-8 due mainly to two developments: the American Marshall Plan, and the Prague coup of

February 1948.97 In 1947, the economic situation in Europe deteriorated,  as bad harvests  and a

liquidity crisis threatened to smother the tentative postwar recovery. Central to the crisis was the

latter point: with a dearth of dollars, Western European countries were in danger of losing access to

American  capital  goods,  which  would  seriously  impair  the  recovery.98 The  Marshall  Plan,  first

announced by American secretary of state George C. Marshall in June 1947, was intended as a

solution  to  this  liquidity  problem.  In addition  to  granting  substantial  aid  to  Western  Europe,  a

system of multilateral credit-exchange was set up in order to facilitate continental trade not directly

dependent on dollars. In short, the continent was to be integrated more closely economically, to

allow it to organise its own recovery (though with a generous amount of US aid) [Judt 2005: 86-99].

Aid was offered to most countries in Europe, but the Soviet Union rejected the offer, ordering also

96 The strong growth in Western Europe depended on the stream of cheap commodities exported from the global south
in exchange for industrial products. This was (and is) the core of what is often termed neocolonialism.

97 The declaration of the Truman doctrine, the division of Germany and the Korean War were crucial as well. The
reason I focus on the Marshall Plan and the Prague coup is because they were particularly important in Norway.

98 Alan S. Milward famously argues that  the liquidity crisis was, if anything, a sign of the strength of European
recovery, as the growth of demand for capital goods signified economic growth. This seems to me quite reasonable.
He also argues that Europe could well have done without the Marshall Plan by simply limiting private consumption.
This seems less reasonable [Milward 1984: 356-85].
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the  initially  positive  Czechoslovakia  and  Poland  to  decline  aid.99 Thus,  the  internal  European

economic cooperation, and its link to the US, would be limited to Western Europe – symbolising the

first step towards the economic divide between what was to become the Warsaw Pact-countries of

Central and Eastern Europe, and the NATO-countries of Western Europe [van der Wee 1987: 42-5].

As in Norway, ‘reconstruction’ in Europe did not simply mean a restoration of the prewar economy.

Instead, efforts largely went into modernisation and rationalisation [Milward 1984: 480-2]. Here,

Western Europe profited from American aid. In addition to the dollar funds provided through the

Marshall Plan, the US pushed for European modernisation and rationalisation in several ways. The

Organisation for European Economic Cooperation was set up to further European integration; the

organisation would become a main advocate for the ‘politics of productivity’ as well as the ‘growth

paradigm’ [Schmelzer  2016].100 And  from  1947  and  through  the  1950s  the  US  sent  technical

missions and sponsored study trips to American businesses for Western European workers, thus

facilitating the dissemination of  American technological  and managerial  innovations  to  Europe.

This was arguably central to the ‘catching up’-process of Western Europe in the 1950s and 1960s, in

which the US lead in industrial productivity was diminished by several Western European countries

[van der Wee 1987: 48-56; 200-32].101 Whether 1947 represents a turning point or not, the decades

following nonetheless saw the breakthrough of reform liberalism built around a mixed economy in

‘the West’, with the US serving both as a model for, and exporter of, this ideology.

In his history of the Marshall Plan, Michael J. Hogan emphasises its continuity with the New

Deal. According to his account, the ERP built on ideas going back to the US Progressive Era of the

end of the 19th Century. In the aftermath of the First World War, the US had been pushing for similar

reform efforts in Europe, notably in the propagation of productivity as a means to solve political

problems – though the reform effort  after 1945 proved much more successful [Hogan 1987: 1-

25].102 In both cases, as Hogan argues, the US was trying to some extent to ‘Americanise’ Europe:

that is, to spread the kind of consensual, progressive liberal ideology which was at the core of the

New  Deal  [Hogan  1987:  427-45].  Here,  productivity  and  economic  growth  were  supposed  to

moderate political tensions, particularly class conflict. And, as in the domestic New Deal, the aims

99 Aid was offered to every European country but Francoist Spain – though the US probably expected (and hoped for)
the USSR to decline.

100 In  short,  the  growth  paradigm  is  an  elaboration  of  ‘the  politics  of  productivity’:  the  problem  of  economic
distribution is solved by the promise of a bigger total to distribute, making economic growth into a sort of social
contract.  Schmelzer’s  account  of  the  growth  paradigm also  discusses  other  aspects  of  growth  as  a  modernist
ideology: see Schmelzer 2015. The ideology of growth is, in my view, one of the main ideas shaping modern
politics.

101 On the influence of American “big science” in postwar Norway, see Wicken 1993.
102 A good book on this topic is Daniel T. Rodgers’ Atlantic Crossings.
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of  economic  restoration,  democratic  renewal  and  national  integration  were  all  linked  together

through corporatist cooperation.103

If the Marshall Plan manifested the economic divide between Eastern and Western Europe, the

Prague coup of February 1948 cemented the divide politically. As Judt argues, this was the decisive

event leading to the swift embrace of NATO in Western Europe and in the US [Judt 2005: 149]. In

Norway as well, the coup left its mark. Haakon Lie’s memoirs recall a tangible fear of war among

central AP members the spring of 1948 [Lie 1985: 264-6]. In the aftermath of February 1948, with

the  Berlin  crisis  and the  border  conflict  over  Istria  between Yugoslavia  and Italy,  the  political

division and conflict between East and West seemed to have solidified in Europe. This also divided

Western European socialism: many communist  parties – and quite a few notable intellectuals –

proclaimed their support for Soviet communism, whilst social democratic parties gradually rejected

the USSR and/or Marx for the productivist democratism of the US [Judt 2005: 199-203; 218-25;

Mazower 1998: 294-5]. The emerging Cold War, and the paradigm of ‘the Western World’, thus had

a twofold foundation:  the  reformed capitalism advocated by the US and by Western  European

liberals, social  democrats and Christian democrats; and the political rivalry between NATO and

what was to become the Warsaw Pact, in which the concepts of ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ came to

be firmly associated with ‘the West’ in Western Europe.

4.3 Roosevelt’s legacy in Norway104

In  reaction  to  Harry  S.  Truman’s  surprise  victory  in  the  US  election  of  November  1948,

Arbeiderbladet’s  foreign  correspondent  John  Sanness  commented  that  “the  Atlantic  ocean  has

grown quite a bit narrower this autumn”.105 In the aftermath of the election, this optimism in respect

to the Democratic administration was widespread in the AP, as members felt an affinity with the

supposed  resurgence  of  progressivism  in  America.  As  recently  as  1946  and  1947,  however,

Truman’s government had been viewed with suspicion in the party. In this subchapter, I attempt to

analyse the perception of the US in the AP, and consider the way US politics were interpreted

103 Note that Hogan’s account is in part based on the two articles by Maier referenced in subchapter 3.4.
104 This  subchapter  builds extensively on newspaper articles  from the years  1945-53. For the sake of  clarity and

transparency, I use footnotes here to reference the works in a thorough way. I give author names (where attributed),
dates, and titles; and where I find it  warranted I discuss the political position and outlook of the author or the
newspaper’s editor.  These texts can all  easily be accessed through the National Library’s extensive newspaper
database:
https://www.nb.no/samlingen/aviser/ [checked: 10.06.2020].

105 John Sanness, “U.S.A for Trumans føtter”,  Arbeiderbladet  6.12.48. In his role as foreign correspondent, Sanness
was a strong advocate for the ‘Atlantic turn’ in  Arbeiderbladet – which, considering the paper’s significance in
defining  the  AP’s  ideology  both  outside  and  inside  the  party,  had  a  noteworthy  influence  on  the  ideological
direction of the party.
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alternatively as  a  positive and a  negative example for AP politicians.  My aim is  to show how

American  political  developments  were  referenced  in  the  discourse  of  the  Norwegian  labour

movement.

As in Western Europe generally, Norway’s ‘Atlantic turn’ followed both from the Marshall

Plan and the Prague coup. The Marshall Plan was highly important in determining the evolution of

the Norwegian economy. The pressure for trade liberalisation, particularly through the OEEC, was

strong.106 Indeed, the pressure exerted was probably crucial to the moderation of Brofoss’ economic

policy and the transition from a planned to a mixed economy [Hanisch, Søilen & Ecklund 1999:

165-7; Knutsen 2007: 288]. Furthermore, the liquidity provided within the ERP framework was

highly important to maintaining a high rate of capital investment during reconstruction. Finally, as

noted above, the Marshall Plan was part of a larger American effort to remake European economic

(and in the long run, political) life through technological and managerial modernisation. 

Overall, the American administration considered the dollar aid to Norway a success. Between

1945 and 1948, both the US embassy in Oslo and the ECA-mission to Norway praised Brofoss’

policy,  and especially his success in maintaining modest consumer spending and a high rate of

capital  investment;  and his emphasis on productivity-growth and investment in strategic sectors

(especially hydropower) won him popularity with the ECA-administration.107 In the 1950s, Norway

could  boast  an  impressive  productivity  growth,  largely  due  to  American  technical  assistance;

additionally, productivist ideology had achieved broad support among Norwegian workers [Bergh

1987:  223].  Furthermore,  the  ‘politics  of  productivity’  as  an  ideology  established  itself  in

Norwegian politics during that decade. Thus, the Marshall Plan should in Norway be considered a

dual success – both in its economic ambition of aiding rapid reconstruction, and in the long-term

ambition of influencing political culture through economic aid.

As mentioned, the Prague coup came as a shock to Norwegians. With the Soviet Union putting

pressure on Finland to sign a declaration of friendship,108 fear of the former grew in Norway. These

events did not simply push the country west, however:  support for the Bevin Plan was already

strong in Norway in the beginning of 1948, despite the unpopularity of the ‘Truman doctrine’. The

case was rather that the “bridge-building policy” (Brobyggingspolitikken), which foreign ministers

Trygve Lie and Hallvard Lange pursued between 1944 and 1948, proved increasingly untenable as

106 Note,  however,  that  Norway was  adept  at  exploiting the organisational  framework  of  the European  Payments
Union: by managing to get the country defined as a structural debtor with the European Payments Union, the AP-
government got access to cheap credit, thus boosting its investment-rate in the 1950s [Frøland 2004].

107 Here, I build on Helge Pharo’s account of the Marshall Plan in Norway. Note that he emphasises the more critical
perspective adopted by the US between 1949 and 1952 [Pharo 1989]. Overall, however, I think it is fair to consider
the cooperation as a generally mutually appreciative one, though with a few hiccups.

108 The declaration, formally known as “the Agreement  of  Friendship,  Cooperation,  and Mutual  Assistance”,  was
signed by Finland and the USSR on the 6th of April – about a month after the coup in Prague.
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tensions rose between the US and the USSR. It increasingly seemed that Norway would have to

pick a side between East and West.109

Among the AP’s electoral base, however, an outwardly neutral Nordic alliance with Denmark

and Sweden was preferred over a prospective Atlantic alliance up until spring of 1948. And despite

its economic importance, the Marshall Plan was viewed with suspicion by several members of the

party, including Brofoss [Eriksen 1972: 65-9; 227-46; Helland 1978: 208-34]. When Norway turned

towards  Atlantic  integration  in  1948,  this  was  largely  due  to  the  work  of  a  few central  party

members; notably Haakon Lie and Martin Tranmæl. In their efforts to push through an ideological

turn within the party, they had succeeded by 1949. An important part of their ideological campaign

was  the  publication  of  news  articles  and  opinion  pieces  in  the  influential  AP-affiliated  paper

Arbeiderbladet. These  articles  are  instructive  when  considering  how  the  US  was  seen  in  the

Norwegian labour movement.110111

In the labour coverage of American politics, we see a certain ambivalence towards the US.

The country was presented as one marked by a central contradiction: that between progressive,

liberal  reformers  associated  with  Roosevelt,  and  reactionary,  oligarchic  business  elites.  In  this

depiction, the former party represented both domestic reformism and international activism, with

both aspects being seen as part of a larger crusade against poverty and injustice. The latter faction,

conversely, was presented as one motivated by personal greed and small-mindedness at every turn.

This is particularly clear in the press coverage of US politics in 1945, in which Roosevelt was built

up as a symbol of progressivism and morality in politics, whilst the Republican opposition, when

acknowledged at all, was written off as standing for “financial interests”, allegedly wanting to take

the country back to Hoover’s era.112 This division was used as a rhetorical tool in order to make the

US alternatively a model for Norwegian politics, or to make it a cautionary example.

109 The Bevin Plan, named after British foreign minister Ernest Bevin, was the genesis of what would become NATO.
Bevin’s political manoeuvring was arguably necessary for the alliance to win acceptance both in Western Europe
and in the US, and won him lifelong respect and admiration from Haakon Lie [Lie 1985: 423-5].

110 In my analysis of the newspaper coverage of the US in the Norwegian labour press, I build in large part on Sten R.
Helland’s 1978 doctoral thesis on the same subject. Though both my analysis and my purpose differ from his, I
adopt his overall chronology: summer 1945 was marked by optimism, largely connected to Roosevelt’s legacy. The
period from 1946 until early 1948, however, was marked by increasing scepticism of the US, due to a perceived
rightward turn in the country (attributed both to Truman personally, and the Republican success in the midterm
elections of 1946). With Truman’s surprise victory in the election of 1948, however, a pro-American wave swept
through the AP – as is discussed below.

111 Note that I neglect the question of the internal contest by which the pro-American faction prevailed. This is well
covered in Eriksen 1972. What I attempt here is rather to analyse the ideological framing of this turn.

112 See for instance Torolf Elster, “Franklin Roosevelt – en av de falne”, Arbeiderbladet 19.5.45; Finn Moe, “Norge og
De Forente Stater”,  Arbeiderbladet  4.7.45; Finn Moe, “USA viser vei”,  Arbeiderbladet  5.9.45; Olav Brunvand,
“Tennessee Valley – en skanse vunnet for det amerikanske demokrati”, Arbeiderbladet 22.12.45.
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This aspect of AP rhetoric is particularly noticeable in the coverage of Truman’s first administration.

In January 1946, Torolf Elster113 presented a political dichotomy between labour rights and financial

interests, arguing that Truman was being stranded in the middle between these forces.114 A similar

view was held by Martin Tranmæl, the influential editor-in-chief of  Arbeiderbladet. In his article

“Capitalist freedom”, published in September the same year, Tranmæl worried that Truman might

be too weak to carry Roosevelt’s legacy forward – the latter presented in the same text as the great

American  leader  of  the  century.  Tranmæl  here  depicted  a  great  struggle  between  reactionary

business-leaders and the working class, a struggle he feared Truman would be too weak to master.

And in his projection of the next year’s election published in December 1947, Tranmæl presented

the  New  Deal  as  the  realisation  of  a  unique  American  genius  of  progressivism,  which  the

Republicans were allegedly attempting to reverse. Tranmæl’s great worry was that Truman would

prove too weak to withstand the pressure of the “reactionary forces” pitted against him.115

The weight  of  Roosevelt’s  legacy in  the  labour  press’ coverage  comes  across  best  in  the

aftermath of Truman’s electoral victory in autumn 1948.116 Throughout 1946 and 1947, doubts had

spread about Truman’s progressive credentials, especially in the aftermath of his speech on the 12th

of March 1947 – later marked as the emergence of ‘the Truman doctrine’.117 There were also more

hopeful voices, however. In his earlier referenced book on the US labour movement, Haakon Lie

emphasised  the  potential  political  strength  of  a  close  alliance  between  the  AFL/CIO  and  the

Democratic party. Although he denigrated what he saw as a lack of political vision in American

labour,  he  still  had  hope  for  this  alliance  [Lie  1947:  105-46].  Truman’s  electoral  victory  in

November 1948, then, seemed to the (increasingly influential) pro-US (or rather, pro-Democratic

party) wing of the AP to vindicate this analysis. The election was presented in terms of a political

convergence between Norwegian social democracy and American progressive liberalism, and as a

vindication of Roosevelt’s New Deal: the Atlantic Ocean “narrowed”.118

113 Elster was a left-leaning writer for Arbeiderbladet and in some ways a rival of Haakon Lie. In 1947, he founded the
leftist, US-critical journal Kontakt, which greatly angered Lie.

114 Torolf Elster, “Trumann [sic.] angriper kongressen”, Arbeiderbladet 9.1.46.
115 Martin  Tranmæl,  “Kapitalistisk  frihet”,  Arbeiderbladet  13.9.46;  Martin  Tranmæl,  “Den  nye  verden”,

Arbeiderbladet 22.12.47. A similar view was presented in Bergens Arbeiderblad’s editorial on the US midterms of
1946, “Republikanernes valgseir”, 7.11.46. The similarities and differences in outlook between the main Norwegian
labour dailies is discussed in Helland 1978: 7-11. In short, the centralisation of the labour movement’s organisation,
and its close bonds to the AP, meant that their newspapers accepted little opposition to the party line.  Indeed,
Arbeiderbladet was often used to disseminate the central leadership’s ideological line to the rest of the organisation,
and the paper played an important role in the pro-NATO-campaign within the AP.

116 The coverage of this election is analysed extensively in Helland 1978: 265-320. Based on his account, I take the
articles referenced below as representative for the labour movement’s interpretation of the election.

117 See for  instance  Ingvald  Jaklin,  “En erklæring”,  Nordlys 17.3.47,  where  Truman was  accused  of  “walking in
Hitler’s footsteps” (Nordlys was the main labour daily in Tromsø).

118 John Sanness, “U.S.A for Trumans føtter”, Arbeiderbladet 6.12.48; see also Arbeiderbladet’s editorial on the 22nd of
March 1949, “Framskritt og reaksjon i USA”, in which it was argued that “more than ever is it necessary for the
forces of progress on both shores of the [Atlantic] ocean to seek closer contact, and to work hand in hand”.
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The positive image of the US was sporadically used for the purposes of domestic political analysis.

Bergens Arbeiderblad, for instance, cited in an editorial in August 1949 Roosevelt’s “freedom from

fear”  in  the  editor’s  criticism of  the  idea  of  ‘natural  unemployment’.119 During  the  Norwegian

general election of 1949, the same paper critiqued the liberal-conservative Høyre by invoking the

Great Depression as the consequence of laissez faire politics, and identified the AP as a parallel to

Roosevelt’s  Democratic  ‘New Dealers’,  as  both  parties  had  allegedly  solved  the  same kind of

crises.120 On the other hand, the American strike wave of autumn 1946 was presented in the labour

press as an example of political radicalism endangering the important alliance between the labour

movement and the Democratic Party [Helland 1978: 108-17]. This, I think, can be read as a subtle

warning to the grass-root level of Norwegian labour: too much radicalism was a threat to the social

democratic political project.121 Thus, we see how American politics could be invoked to support

different political views on the domestic front.

One man who never doubted the need for an ‘Atlantic turn’ in Norway was the AP’s party secretary

Haakon  Lie.  As  discussed  above,  Lie  was  personally  instrumental  in  securing  support  for  the

Norwegian  labour  movement  in  its  American  counterpart  during the  war.  His  success,  and his

closeness to the US labour movement, formed the basis of his view of America: Lie consistently

argued for the strength of progressivism in the country. In July 1945, he featured in an interview in

Arbeiderbladet where he praised the American labour movement and its wartime aid to Norway.122

When US programmes for technical cooperation and support for European industry were launched,

then, Lie was central in realising them.

Following Truman’s much celebrated electoral victory in 1948, several LO-representatives

were invited to visit the US to learn about American industrial management. The group’s leader –

and  its  only  English-speaking  member  –  was  Lie.  The  trip  was  advertised  with  fanfare  in

Arbeiderbladet, and was clearly intended as a propaganda effort in support of Norwegian-American

cooperation  [Helland 1978:  293-8].  From the  report  on  the  trip, distributed  by  LO throughout

Norway  in  1949,  one  gets  a  sense  of  the  image  of  the  US the  author  wanted  to  cultivate  in

Norwegian labour.123

119 Editorial, “Albuerett eller full sysselsetting?”, Bergens Arbeiderblad 18.8.49. In short, the claim at stake was that
full  employment  would necessarily  lead  to  inflation,  and that  a  modest  level  of  unemployment  was therefore
necessary in order to maintain price stability. This was a difficult problem for those advocating full employment as
a political imperative; thus, it is noteworthy that Roosevelt’s legacy was invoked in this debate.

120 Editorial, “Gammel vin på nye krukker”, Bergens Arbeiderblad 14.9.49.
121 Helland does not consider this possibility in his analysis. Based on the discussion in subchapter 4.1, however, I

think it is worth considering.
122 Editorial [interview with Haakon Lie], “Amerikas arbeidere fortsetter hjelpen til Norge”, Arbeiderbladet 24.7.45.
123 As with the blue book, the report is not attributed to Lie, but it is clear from the context that he would have been the

main author. The official authorship is attributed to the LO as such, which is how I reference it.
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The initiative for the trip was taken jointly by the ECA mission in Oslo and the department of trade

in November 1948. Lasting just over a month, the trip saw a group of LO-affiliated workers travel

across the US observing the workings of its industry, including a brief visit to the Tennessee Valley

[LO 1949].  The impressions first  given in  the report  are  of the high level  of prosperity  in the

country,  and the widespread optimism of the American citizens: the report  gives the sense that

Americans  felt  that  they  had  conclusively  solved  the  problem  of  economic  crisis.  President

Truman’s “Fair Deal”-programme of January 1949 is also praised, and is depicted as the counterpart

to  Western European social  democracy.  Again,  Lie asserts  his  belief  that  American progressive

liberalism and Norwegian social  democracy were slowly converging. In his assessment of what

Norway can learn from American industry,  the author highlights its  economies of scale and its

managerial  efficiency.  The  former  is  seen  as  a  structural  benefit;  whilst  the  latter  is  seen  as

something that  can and should be emulated in  Norway.  Lie  therefore advises  the education of

Norwegian skilled labourers and foremen in the US, so as to recreate the American managerial and

technological  system domestically.  The potential  consequences of  Taylorist  management  on the

well-being of workers are, however, dismissed curtly.

In some ways, Lie’s report is paradigmatic of the way the AP understood the purpose of the

Marshall Plan. A consistent theme in the press coverage of the Marshall Plan was that, even in 1946

and 1947, when the Norwegian labour movement’s trust of US foreign policy was at an all-time

low, the Marshall Plan was still presented as a necessary part of Norwegian reconstruction.124 Of

course, this tune changed after the election of November 1948, after which the Marshall Plan was

consistently  referred  to  as  an  unqualified  boon for  peace  and prosperity,  and as  a  crucial  step

towards closer international economic integration.125 As Erik Brofoss would retrospectively describe

it in 1976, the Marshall Plan ultimately turned out to be “a handshake across the Atlantic”.126

124 Interestingly, some writers – including Haakon Lie – argued that the Marshall Plan was crucial if Norway and
Europe were  to  resist  Soviet  and  American  imperialism.  Even  when  the  US was  seen  as  politically  suspect,
economic cooperation was still advocated on that basis. See Haakon Lie, “Den amerikanske arbeiderbevegelsen og
Marshallplanen”,  Arbeiderbladet 22.11.47;  Editorial,  “Vest-Europa  trenger  hjelp”,  Arbeiderbladet  23.9.47;
Editorial,  “Nøden  er  grobunn  for  –  fascisme!”,  Arbeiderbladet  24.11.47.  Arbeiderbladet  also  printed  several
translations of speeches by American labour leader Philip Murray, which demonstrates the AP’s close ties to US
labour: Philip Murray, “Europas folk må fritt få velge sin egen politikk”,  Arbeiderbladet  23.1.48; Philip Murray,
“Den jevne  Amerikanske  arbeider  støtter  Marshall-planen”,  Arbeiderbladet  16.3.48.  And in  an  interview with
Walter Reuther, leader of United Auto Workers, his assertion that US labour is central in the fight against “both the
Kreml and Wall Street” was emphasised; Ole David Koht Norbye, “En ny demokratisk faginternasjonale må lede
verden til frihet og fred” [interview with Walter Reuther], Arbeiderbladet 25.5.49.

125 Editorial, “Norge, det ideelle Marshalland” [interview with US ambassador Charles Ulrick Bay],  Arbeiderbladet
22.9.48; Editorial,  “Ved  en  skillevei”,  Arbeiderbladet  4.3.1949;  Editorial,  “Suksess  for  planøkonomien”,
Arbeideravisa  27.7.49  (Arbeideravisa was  the  main  AP-affiliated  newspaper  in  Trondheim);  Editorial,  “En
merkedag”,  Arbeiderbladet  16.4.49;  NTB, “Intet mindre enn imponerende”,  Arbeiderbladet  22.4.1950 (this is a
reprint  from  NTB,  a  Norwegian  news  agency,  quoting  ECA-representative  John  E.  Gross  on  his  glowing
assessment of Norway’s participation in the ERP).

126 Editorial, “Marshall-hjelpen ble et håndtrykk over Atlanteren” [interview with Erik Brofoss],  Norges Handels og
Sjøfartstidende  2.7.76. NHS was the former name of what is today  Dagens Næringsliv, an economically liberal
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Brofoss’  metaphor  aptly  summarises  the  way  the  US  was  understood  in  Norway  during

reconstruction: the relationship was respectful and friendly, but also distant – a handshake, not an

embrace. Still, as we have seen, the two countries did grow closer, especially from winter 1948. On

the political level, though the legacy of Roosevelt and his progressive liberalism was celebrated by

the labour press, US foreign policy was observed with wariness, one which would weaken but not

disappear  entirely  after  November  1948.127 Economically,  however,  the  US  was  consistently

portrayed as a prosperous, well-functioning economy, and though resistance to its economic model

was  probably  present  among  Norwegian  workers,  the  AP-affiliated  press  seems  to  have  seen

American technical assistance and trade-integration as unquestionably beneficial to reconstruction.

Ultimately, the US-friendly outlook of Haakon Lie would win broad support in the AP following

Truman’s  second  election,  and  political  and  economic  cooperation  with  the  US  became  a

cornerstone of the party’s foreign policy. Perhaps Sigmund Skard’s ambivalent assessment, given

during  a  lecture  for  a  students’ society  in  Trondheim  in  March  1948,  best  summarises  the

ambiguous relationship the AP had with the US: “...and yet, we cannot embrace America. They

surely have a political democracy, but they lack an economic one – and they see no alternative to

their own system. This alternative is that which we Western Europeans represent.”128

4.4 The Tennessee Valley Authority as a modern democratic paradigm

In  his  message  to  Congress  urging  the  approval  of  the  Norris  bill  –  the  bill  establishing  the

Tennessee Valley Authority, which became law in May 1933 – Franklin D. Roosevelt stated that

“many hard lessons have taught us the human waste that results from lack of planning. Here and

there  a  few wise cities  and counties  have  looked ahead and planned.  But  our  nation has  ‘just

grown’” [quoted in Lilienthal,  1944: 48].  This seems to me to sum up both the outlook of the

American ‘New Dealers’, but also that of the Norwegian AP. In this last subchapter, I discuss how

the  TVA functioned  as  a  paradigm  for  the  synthesis  of  technical  planning  and  democratic

participation. This discussion also elucidates some of the main themes of this thesis, particularly

regarding the way economic planning and democracy were comprehended in postwar Norway.

newspaper.
127 Indeed, criticism of US foreign policy and of Norway’s NATO-membership survived through the postwar era, and

would end up causing a split in the AP in the late 1960s, with the US-critical SF (Sosialistisk Folkeparti) founded as
a protest-party.

128 B.B., “Byggende sosialdemokrati er vårt alternativ overfor øst – vest”, Arbeideravisa 8.3.48. The text is a summary
and review of Skard’s lecture.
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When the TVA was established in 1933, it was as an integral part of Roosevelt’s early New Deal

experimentation with federal policy: the Authority was to be a “cooperation clothed with the power

of Government but possessed of the flexibility and initiative of a private enterprise” [quoted in Patel

2016: 98]. Its central aim was the electrification of the Tennessee Valley. Already poor before 1929,

the area was by 1933 positively destitute.  With the provision of hydropower,  agriculture in the

Tennessee Valley was to be modernised, and industrial facilities were to be set up which could

benefit from cheap electricity. Additionally, the TVA became the instigator of a variety of initiatives

ranging  from  fighting  malaria  to  introducing  tractors  and  synthetic  fertiliser  to  local  farmers.

Beyond poverty alleviation,129 the TVA was also an effort at revitalising local democracy through

infrastructural investment. The poor farmers of the Tennessee Valley were to be emancipated from

material poverty, and by technological means be put in charge of their own destiny [Lilienthal 1944:

13-6].

From its very inception, the TVA was understood as a project to rejuvenate liberal democracy.

In the midst of the Great Depression and the nadir of European liberal democracy in the 1930s,

there was a widespread fear among American liberal  thinkers  that their  social  order was under

existential  threat.  Even worse,  this  seemed a self-induced threat:  liberalism seemed to lack the

vitality of the ascendant fascist and communist regimes of the Old World.130 If Roosevelt’s New

Deal was the answer to the demand for a revitalised liberalism, the TVA represented the practical

side of this ideology [Ekbladh 2010].

In order to get a grasp of the ideology realised in the TVA, it might be best to go directly to the

source – that is, to the writings of David Lilienthal, the head of the TVA between 1941 and 1946.

According to David Ekbladh, the role the TVA came to play as a model of grassroots democracy

and emancipatory politics at work was largely attributable to Lilienthal’s vision for the Authority

[Ekbladh 2002]. In his 1944 book TVA: Democracy on the March, Lilienthal eloquently laid out his

vision for the new organisation. This work is doubly interesting: first, it gives a sense of the ideas

and views shaping the TVA (and, to some extent, the New Deal); secondly, the book itself became

quite influential, thus shaping the way postwar developmentalism was to be conceived [Ekbladh

2002].131

129 Note that the TVA’s efficiency in combating poverty has been disputed by Carl Kitchens, who argues that the effects
of the Authority, where statistically traceable, were marginal [Kitchens 2014].

130 The direness of the situation might be exemplified by Walter Lippmann, the influential liberal journalist, urging
Roosevelt  in  February  1932:  “The  situation  is  critical,  Franklin.  You may have no  alternative  but  to  assume
dictatorial powers” [quoted in Dallek 2018: 133].

131 As Ekbladh shows, the book was particularly popular in Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalist China. Whether Lilienthal’s
ideas survived the revolution is a difficult question; but the industrial policy of the PRC suggests an affinity with
the technological positivism of Lilienthal’s book, if not with its democratic ambitions.
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In its essence, Lilienthal’s book is a sort of morality tale – as he puts it in the first chapter, it is “the

story of a great change” [Lilienthal 1944: 1]. I think it is worth quoting Lilienthal at length here, in

order to see how he narrates the New Deal ideology:

It is a story of how waters once wasted and destructive have been controlled and now work, night and

day, creating electric energy to lighten the burden of human drudgery. Here is a tale of fields grown old

and barren with the years, which now are vigorous with new fertility, lying green to the sun; of forests

that were hacked and despoiled, now protected and refreshed with strong young trees just starting on their

slow road to maturity.  It  is  a story of the people and how they have worked to create a new valley

[Lilienthal 1944: 1-2].

In this narrative, the subjugation of nature is the great victory of the inhabitants of the Tennessee

Valley.  The  river,  from  being  a  dangerously  uncontrollable  force  of  nature,  has,  through

technological  progress,  become  a  means  for  human  self-realisation.  As  in  the  earlier  quote  of

Brofoss, control over nature is here seen as the main task of modern government. Although it is not

as explicit as in Brofoss’ speech, I think Lilienthal’s narrative should be read similarly as a dual

victory: in his story, the people of Tennessee Valley manage to master both the forces of nature and

those of the economy.132

Of  course,  this  account  has  the  tinge  of  a  ‘civilising  mission’,  in  that  an  outside  party

‘civilises’ a region through the introduction of technological innovation. Lilienthal explicitly objects

to this kind of understanding of the TVA. The case he makes against this view is central to the other

normative aspect of his account, namely the democratic and decentralised nature of the project. He

strongly asserts that the TVA is a project both for and by the inhabitants of the valley – though the

truth of this is rather more doubtful [Lilienthal 1944: 36-7; Ekbladh 2010: 346]. In a similar way as

in social democratic Norway, Lilienthal attempts to square the circle of technical versus democratic

rule  by  presenting  the  planning  administration  as  a  mere  tool  of  popular  rule,  without  any

independent interests. The technical expertise and technological artefacts introduced through the

TVA are presented  as  mere instruments  of  the people  of  the valley  – and the Authority  as  an

organisation comes across as a benign servant to the local community, and nothing more.

Beyond the local effects of the TVA, Lilienthal sees in it a model for democratic reform across

the world; the first chapter is tellingly titled “one valley – and a thousand” [Lilienthal 1944: 1]. The

corporatist character of the Authority – i.e., its operating as a private corporation, but with the aim

132 Note also that the TVA in many ways mirrored the AP’s rural policy, as analysed in Bergh 1987: 183-8 (discussed in
subchapter 4.1). The electrification of the Tennessee Valley allowed for strong productivity growth in agriculture,
and thus freed up labour force which was to be employed in local industrial production – thus diversifying the
economic output of the Valley, and creating in it a diverse, more self-supplied economic structure.
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of societal improvement rather than profit – is presented as its main virtue. In the corporation as an

organisational structure, Lilienthal sees an efficient way of coordinating different technical tasks

without  getting bogged down in bureaucracy [Lilienthal  1944:  167-78].  Interestingly,  one main

problem of modern politics for him is the struggle of integrating different fields of knowledge. This

is because, the more technologically advanced a society is, the more specialised expertise it will

require  from  its  citizens.  A modern  society  will  therefore  consist  of  a  group  of  increasingly

specialised workers, and conversely, it will become increasingly difficult for any one person to have

proper knowledge of different industries (for instance, factory work will  increasingly consist  of

working and maintaining complex machinery, requiring in depth training to understand).

This  appears  to  Lilienthal  the  central  problem  of  politics:  how  can  a  society  employ

increasingly complex technological tools without it negatively impacting the ability of its citizens to

competently  engage  with  practical  problems  of  economic  policy?  On  the  one  hand,  Lilienthal

believes in the ‘harmony of interests’ between different sectors of society: “the area of [political]

conflicts that appear irreconcilable can be reduced to an extent not yet fully realized” [Lilienthal

1944: 119]. On the other hand, “the unification of the various technical skills was a central part of

our task in  the TVA, as  indeed it  is  a  central  problem in modern life.  The skills  are  not  self-

coordinating”; they have to be directed in order to harmonise [Lilienthal 1944: 66]. The central

problematic is this:

If technical knowledge can be made to serve the individual in the daily decisions of his life, if it can be

made to serve the common purpose of improving opportunity for human beings, that is an achievement of

democracy in modern form and application [Lilienthal 1944: 120-1].

Which is, of course, what Lilienthal argues the TVA has accomplished. The problem of making

democracy work, then, is to integrate technical knowledge in public life, in order for politics to “get

beneath prejudices, dogmas, and broad generalizations, down to the facts themselves, the working

facts”  [Lilienthal  1944:  120].  This,  I  think,  summarises  well  the  way  both  New  Dealers  and

Norwegian social democrats comprehended the central problem of modern politics, and the way

they tried to solve it. To both parties, society is at its core marked by a harmony of interests. But this

harmony does not emerge by itself; rather, it has to be created. This might go some way towards

explaining the somewhat uncritical attitude of both towards the problem of public authority and

economic planning. To Roosevelt, government was essentially the will of the public in action; to the

AP during reconstruction, planning was merely a means for the people to assert their mastery over

their environment. Both seem to have believed that, if they could only get the technical details of
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public  economic  planning right,  the  problem of  democratic  versus  technocratic  rule  would  not

appear. In the long run, this view would prove too optimistic.

Lilienthal’s  book  and  the  work  of  the  TVA both  soon  gained  notoriety  in  Norwegian  social

democratic discourse. In lieu of publishing a Norwegian translation of the book, it was decided to

publish a reinterpretation of Lilienthal’s text from a Norwegian perspective. Thus, in September

1945, journalist and novelist Georg Brochmann133 released his  Eventyret om TVA: demokrati og

plan  (The TVA-Adventure:  Democracy  and Planning).  Although long passages  of  the  book are

translations of Lilienthal’s work, the parts where Brochmann attempts to contextualise the TVA for

his Norwegian audience, and the parts in which he considers the relevance of the TVA for Norway,

are interesting.  First  of all,  he emphasises the importance of the TVA-paradigm for Norway in

strengthening the popular democratic spirit [Brochmann 1945: 8]. The relevance of the TVA here

lies  in  its  being  a  model  for  properly  participatory  politics.  He  also  supports  Lilienthal’s

presentation  of  the  Authority  as  a  novel  way  for  a  people  to  master  their  environment.  In

Brochmann’s words, “the TVA will probably be remembered in world history as the first collective

effort in a private capitalist country to solve significant economic and social problems through large

scale  planning and through democratic  means”.  Therefore,  according to  Brochmann,  “the  TVA

concerns the whole US and – this is no exaggeration – the entire world” [Brochmann 1945: 11].

Overall, Brochmann enthusiastically supports essentially every part of Lilienthal’s outlook and

project. But in considering the role the TVA plays in American society, he goes considerably further

than the latter. In Brochmann’s presentation, the poverty of the Tennessee Valley is undoubtedly a

consequence of capitalist exploitation of the commons, and 1929 is a direct effect of the greed and

avarice  of  “financial  elites”.  Against  this,  Roosevelt  appears  as  an  almost  Messianic  figure

attempting to save the American people from the dangers of private capitalism [Brochmann 1945:

17-23]. In this struggle for the soul of America between progressivism and private interests, the

TVA appears as a revolutionary new way of democratising politics [Brochmann 1945: 17-28; 39-

45]. In his concluding note, Brochmann worries about the danger that an American turn to the right

could threaten the “spirit of the TVA”, and lead to economic crisis and isolationism – that is, to a

return to 1929 [Brochmann 1945: 119-20].

When it comes to the relevance of the TVA for Norway, Brochmann greatly praises the TVA’s

ostensible success in integrating technical expertise and democratic politics. He warns about the

danger  of  disdain  for  parliamentarianism,  which  was  according to  him widespread in  interwar

133 Georg Brochmann was a fiction writer,  translator (notably translating Aldous Huxley’s  Brave New World) and
occasional journalist for  Arbeiderbladet. He was not active in the AP, but seems to have favoured their kind of
reform socialism.
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Norway. In Brochmann’s view, the greatest threats to democracy are technocratisation and popular

disenchantment. In order to avoid these problems, politics must be revitalised and made relevant to

the individual citizen. The TVA, to Brochmann, represents a way to achieve this goal, providing a

means to combat the bureaucratisation of politics, and to align national and individual interests and

concerns. This is particularly important in technical questions:

This principle, that all service, whatever its nature, was founded in collaboration with, and in the interest

of, the local population, is the foundation of the TVA – and its most wonderful feature. And it might be

the area where we in Norway have the most to learn from the TVA. In democratic development –  and

especially in social questions – we have come as far as, if not further than, the US. But in this field, that

of creating cooperation with, and services for, the people through our technical facilities, we lie far behind

[Brochmann 1945: 89].

Thus it seems that, though Brochmann revises Lilienthal’s account of the TVA to fit with the more

socialist  outlook of Norwegian social  democrats,  the underlying message of the original text is

embraced: namely the importance of bringing technical innovation and expertise into close contact

with local democratic politics.

Brochmann’s account seems to have been aimed at a broad popular audience. Roughly a year

later, a rather more technical account of the TVA was published. In August 1946, economist and

Venstre-politician Knut Getz Wold134 and the head of the farmers’ union (Norsk Bondelag) Olav

Hogna, were invited to visit the TVA, in the process getting a chance to talk to Lilienthal himself.

This trip was thus a diplomatic visit meant to promote the American policy of technical support to

Western Europe. The effect of the visit seems to have been both to strengthen of the Norwegian

social democratic friendship with the left wing of the Democratic Party, and to further solidify the

image the TVA enjoyed as a model to emulate in Norway.

Following the visit, Wold wrote a thorough account of the economic side of the TVA. Though

Wold’s book also largely builds on Lilienthal’s account, his treatment is more independent than

Brochmann’s. For instance, he spends a chapter attempting to calculate the profit-rate of the TVA as

a corporation.  He ends up with 4.8%, which to him proves the value of the programme as an

134 A main aspect of the AP’s history which has been neglected in this paper is its close relationship with the reform
liberalism of Venstre – indeed, in Slagstad’s history, this is central to the character of the AP [Slagstad 1998]. Knut
Getz Wold is representative of this relationship: a life-long member of Venstre, his economic expertise and support
of  economic  planning  made  him one  of  the  Brofoss’ central  allies  within  the  trade  department.  His  greatest
contribution  to  Norwegian  politics  was  his  central  role  in  formulating  the  social  security  bill  of  1948
(Folketrygden), which to Slagstad represents both the culmination of Venstre’s reform liberalist ambitions, and the
foundation for  the AP’s social  democratic  welfare state  [Slagstad 1998:  209-10].  Wold is,  then,  an interesting
character in my thesis: both a central actor in consolidating  Venstre’s liberalism and the AP’s socialism, and an
admirer of the TVA – which was arguably the ultimate symbol of Roosevelt’s reform liberalism.
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investment [Wold 1946: 63-79].135 Overall,  his assessment of the economics of the TVA is very

positive: it  has allegedly reinvigorated private initiative,  alleviated rural  poverty,  made possible

flood-control,  and  electrified  the  countryside  –  all  whilst  making  a  handsome  profit.  On  the

economic side, then, the TVA appears from Wold’s account a project to emulate.

The real value of the TVA, though, to Wold as to Brochmann, lies in its political aspect. As

Wold argues, the TVA is crucial because it “makes an important contribution to the solution of one

our time’s great political challenges: to mobilise popular participation in, and interest for, economic

planning” [Wold 1946: 11]. The TVA is for him instructive in how to marshal popular engagement

with politics. In a country as sparsely populated as Norway, he sees a disjunction between national

concerns and local ones. In the TVA model of local development, Wold finds a tool to transcend this

divide,  and to  unite  the  direct  material  concerns  of  the  municipalities  with  the  policies  of  the

national government [Wold 1946: 96-8]. 

Overall, then, the TVA is presented as a promising model for the economic vitalisation of the

countryside, and on this basis, also of local political life and culture. Wold therefore advocates for

the TVA as a model for the development of poor rural areas in order to stem the depopulation of the

countryside [Wold 1946: 88-96].  Here we see an echo of the ‘egalitarian nationalism’,  and the

‘spatial  reconstruction’ of the New Deal: a central responsibility of government is to create the

foundation for prosperous and autonomous communities in every part of the country. Thus, the

government functions as a ‘node’ connecting the public (and national) interest with the individual

(and local) interest.136 This sentiment is well put in Wold’s concluding paragraph, which is worth

quoting at length:

If  we  are  to  be  honest  with  ourselves,  we must  admit  that  this  [popular  engagement]  is  lacking  in

contemporary Norway. Many, including some of those who made the greatest sacrifices for our country

during the war,  seem to have lost  spirit.  For those who believe that  it  is  crucial  for  our nation that

Norwegian citizens feel that their work and their contribution in cooperation with others is meaningful

and valuable, and advances the country socially and economically, the TVA, and its work, methods and

results, has something to teach us. For the TVA has lived up to its ambition, inscribed in big blue letters

on the generators in the dams: “built for the people of the United States of America” [Wold 1946: 98-9].

What is perhaps most interesting in Lilienthal’s book, as well as in the Norwegian interpretations of

the  TVA-model,  is  their  preoccupation  with  democratising  the  planned economy.  As  discussed

135 Wold compares the profit-rate of the TVA with the interest-rate on US public debt, which he assesses at 1.94%.
Keeping in mind Kitchens’ critical assessment of the TVA as an insufficient poverty-alleviator, however, the profit
rate purported by Wold may be considered more of an indictment of the TVA than a source of pride.

136 This  political  vision  is  strikingly  similar  to  the  concept  of  ‘corporatist  constitutionalism’ analysed  by  Chris
Thornhill [2017].
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earlier, the AP’s hegemony always had a technocratic tendency; yet its advocates seem earnest in

their support for (economic) democratisation. The interpretation of the TVA provided here, I think,

shows how these two aspects of social democratic policy were to be united. If Tony Judt is right in

his assessment of reconstruction as an era of depoliticisation in Europe, in the Norwegian case, this

appears to have been seen as a worrying trend. Economic planning was apparently not supposed to

substitute for popular participation in politics, but was rather supposed to reinvigorate it. In tackling

the fundamental challenge of public apathy to democratic economic planning, the TVA seemed to

some observers a silver bullet.

In a rave review by economist Ole David Koht Norbye, Brochmann’s book was cited as “a practical

response  to  liberals”:  though Norwegians  had already gained extensive knowledge of  the TVA

through movies and press coverage, Brochmann’s book finally provided a thorough account of the

project and its significance.137 Norbye’s offhand comment about the popularity of the TVA in public

discourse seems accurate – one example is a report on a lecture by Haakon Lie at Samfunnshuset in

Oslo, which included the showing of a film on the TVA which was apparently received “with great

enthusiasm”.138 And, as might be expected, Truman’s campaign for new TVA inspired projects –

notably a proposed Missouri Valley Authority – were covered with interest in the AP-press.139

In the LO’s much publicised study trip to the US (discussed in 4.3), the TVA was a main point

of interest.  According to  Lie,  “in Tennessee we can learn what  an alliance of science,  modern

technology and planning can achieve in the course of a few years” [LO 1949: 71]. This, I think,

captures the role the TVA played in Norwegian social democratic thinking. It was a proof of concept

for the kind of large-scale planning they advocated, and a source of inspiration in questions of

applied research. The TVA, then, can be seen as the practical manifestation to the more normative,

symbolic role the New Deal played as a symbol. The latter appeared as a style of doing politics

which was forward-looking, dynamic and democratic. And the TVA functioned as an organisational

paradigm which demonstrated how the fusion of technical planning and democratic politics would

play out in practice.

137 Ole  David  Koht  Norbye,  “Hva plan  kan  utrette:  et  håndgripelig  svar  til  liberalister”,  Arbeiderbladet  29.1.46.
Interestingly, from the 1960s on, Norbye worked as a technical organiser for various cooperative developmental
projects between Norway and other countries, including Kenya, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sudan.

138 Editorial, “Hyggelig fest i Samfunnshuset i går”,  Arbeiderbladet  14.3.46. The coverage of the TVA in the labour
press – or in  Arbeiderbladet alone, for that matter – is too extensive to be covered here. See for instance K.H.,
“Jordbruket i USA: et ypperlig tiltak a la TVA”,  Arbeiderbladet 27.6.48; Frøystein Wedervang, “Det store TVA-
eksperimentet”, Arbeiderbladet, 6/7.5.47 [published in two parts]. Wold’s partner during his trip to the TVA, leader
of the farmers’ union Olav Hogna, was interviewed about his trip. He praised the work of the TVA, especially in the
mechanisation  of  agricultural  production,  where  “Norway  has  a  lot  to  learn”;  Editorial  [interview with  Olav
Hogna], “Rik tid for amerikansk jordbruk i dag”, Arbeiderbladet 31.8.46.

139 See for  instance David C.  Williams,  “Missouri-oversvømmelsen  og redselen for  “sosialisme””,  Arbeiderbladet
3.5.52.

77



In the labour press coverage of American politics, and in the reception of the TVA, Laclau’s concept

of  the  empty  signifier  seems  apt.  Particularly  the  signifiers  ‘democracy’ and  ‘planning’ were

flexible ones, and the political contest around determining their meaning was central to the ‘Atlantic

turn’ in the AP. But such signifiers are only so malleable: as is clear from the discussion of the TVA

– and, for that matter, from Haakon Lie’s blue book – squaring the circle on democratic planning

was a difficult task. Though Norwegian labour seems unified in their support of both economic

planning and economic democracy, the practical meaning of these ideals was difficult to work out.

Thus, national reconstruction turned into a largely improvised project of balancing abstract political

ideas and pragmatic technical concerns. The product of this endeavour was not quite “according to

plan”,  but  it  was not  divorced from it  either.  What  emerged from about  1953 was a  generally

workable  and  prosperous  corporatist  system  in  which  both  public  planning  and  democratic

participation featured.

In some sense, the difficult mediation of political ideology and practical circumstances mirrors

Kingdon’s divide between the policy stream and the political stream. The ideal type of the former is

a comprehensively worked out plan of procedure in regard to a specified problem; that of the latter

is dynamic and improvised manoeuvring in response to more or less unforeseen events. As seen in

this last chapter, both parts played their role during reconstruction. Though not clearly separable in

practice,  I  think  that  the  distinction  between  the  policy  stream  and  the  political  stream  as  a

structuring  principle  has  proven useful  for  my analysis  of  the  role  the  New Deal  played as  a

political symbol in postwar Norway.

Both the New Deal and the TVA seem to have vindicated the AP’s political ambitions in their

own eyes, but they seem also to have provided inspiration for how to put moral-political ideas of

democratic participation under a planned economy into practice. As such, the TVA-model can be

said to have worked as a sort of node, connecting the technical and the political aspects of American

influence as seen through Norwegian eyes. And the way the New Deal and Roosevelt’s legacy were

presented allowed the AP to make a  virtue of necessity:  Norway’s  postwar ‘Atlantic  turn’ was

presented not merely as a pragmatic reaction to Cold War radicalisation, but as a positive part of its

democratising project. Though the AP was, and would remain, ambivalent to the US, the legacy of

Roosevelt as interpreted by Norwegian social democrats seems to have held out a promise that,

from the ruins of the Great Depression and the Second World War, a new and better world could be

built.140

140 As a sort of postscript, I think it is worth mentioning that the TVA would become a paradigm of the emerging
ideology of international ‘developmentalism’. For a brief discussion of the role developmentalism played during the
Cold War, see Lorenzini 2019: 1-8. See Ekbladh 2002 on how the TVA functioned as a developmentalist paradigm.
On the influence of Truman’s developmentalism on the AP (and particularly on Haakon Lie’s ‘Kerala-project’), see
Lahlum 2009: 323-6.
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5. Conclusion: Democracy on the march

The Vemork hydropower plant in Rjukan, built in 1911, today hosts the Norwegian Industrial 

Workers’ Museum [Wikimedia Commons]

In  1932,  Franklin  D.  Roosevelt  invited  his  compatriots  in  the  Democratic  Party  to  “constitute

ourselves prophets of a new order”.  His administration’s attempt to forge a “new order” would

prove a historical landmark, with ‘the New Deal’ becoming an enduring symbol of progressive

politics in the US and beyond. An important aspect of the New Deal’s novelty was its eventual

international dimension. Around 1938, the US turned outward and gradually claimed for itself the

role of protector of ‘the free world’. This turn built on a particular kind of political rhetoric – and

hubris – alleging the country’s responsibility for the well-being of the world.

This is the context in which Norwegian social democracy took shape. Before the war, Norway

had been troubled by economic instability and strong tensions between the different classes. Under

the German occupation, a sense of national unity, which had been tentatively emerging during the

second  half  of  the  1930s,  grew to  become  a  central  characteristic  of  political  life.  Somewhat
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paradoxically, the economic policies introduced by the occupation regime would become the tools

by which the country would realise its national ambitions after the war.

With  the  liberation  of  Norway in  May  1945,  the  political  leadership  of  the  country  was

arguably more internationally oriented than ever before. The country was firmly loyal to the cause

of  the  Western  Allies,  and  though  domestic  reconstruction  would  occupy  the  attention  of

government during the latter half of the 1940s, questions of international politics and cooperation

were still considered central. Furthermore, the distinction between domestic and foreign policy was

becoming  increasingly  unclear.  The  prewar  policy  of  neutrality  had  been  delegitimised  by the

experience of invasion and occupation, and it seemed clear that, in the event of renewed European

war, Norway would need allies. Additionally, the country would have to consider the international

economic situation during its reconstruction. Although Norway had long been an open, outward-

looking economy before the interwar era – with the postwar era’s regulatory state being perhaps the

most restrictive regime the country has seen in regard to trade policy – the increased economic

interventionism  during  reconstruction  required  the  government  to  consider  how  its  domestic

planned economy should work within a framework of closer international economic cooperation.

This  makes  up the context  in  which American influence on Norwegian social  democratic

politics occurred. As seen, the process of realising its social democratic ambitions was for the AP a

difficult one, despite its fortunate political position. Having to navigate domestic opposition and

economic difficulties as well as a new international economic system (not to mention the rapidly

radicalising Cold War), the AP was forced to improvise constantly in its policy-making. In this

situation, the legacy of Roosevelt and the New Deal functioned as symbols with which the pro-

American faction could present a political vision for the party to move towards. Though the image

of the US as such was ambivalent in the party, Roosevelt and the New Deal were very popular –

indeed,  the  American  AFL/CIO  and  the  Democratic  Party  were  legitimised  in  Norway  as

progressive forces precisely by being linked and compared to Roosevelt. This version of the US, a

progressive, forward-looking country under Democratic leadership, was the one the AP sought to

connect  itself  to  with  its  ‘Atlantic  turn’.  It  can  even  be  seen  as  the  means  by  which  the  AP

integrated its international and domestic policies.

This image of the US was particularly important in economic policy. The productivist policy

pursued by the AP was inspired by the image of American prosperity and industrial might. The

idioms  of  ‘planning’  and  ‘economic  democracy’,  so  central  to  the  AP’s  ideology  during

reconstruction, seem also to have been modelled in part on the American example. Once these ideas

were to be put into practice their advocates looked to the US to find out how to do it. Details of

industrial management, technological application, and worker representation in firms, though not
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the most glamorous of topics, were central to making planning and industrial modernisation work

‘on the ground’.  And,  as  becomes clear  from the coverage of  the TVA in Norway,  a  technical

paradigm could  easily  translate  into  a  political  one.  The  Authority  impressed  visitors  with  its

monumentalism  and  its  apparent  technical  prowess;  and  its  image  as  a  smoothly  functioning

machinery seems to have made it more attractive as a political model as well. The technological

sophistication of the corporation, and its seeming mastery over nature, made it appear a paradigm

for the practical operation of modern democracy. By virtue of this, it lent further credence to the

image of the US as a progressive country worth befriending and emulating. Significantly, this was

an image that could appeal both to reform socialists such as Georg Brochmann and reform liberals

such as Knut Getz Wold.

This  is,  in  a  nutshell,  the  influence  I  have  been  able  to  demonstrate.  Though  it  is  not

empirically detailed, and difficult to link to any particular political decision, I think the kind of

ideological example Roosevelt and New Deal America – and particularly the TVA – provided for

the AP is important to keep in mind. With the end of the Second World War, an opportunity to

fundamentally change the world seemed to have appeared. In international politics, this was the

impetus behind the establishment of the UN, the IMF and the World Bank. In domestic politics, it

inspired a set of different projects of reform across the world. In Norway, this opportunity was taken

up by the AP in its attempt to construct a new, more dynamic and emancipatory kind of democracy.

In the elaboration of this new model of democracy, particularly in its practical aspects, American

politics provided a model to learn from. The image of the New Deal in Norway, then, was one of

many considerations which shaped the ideas guiding the development of social democracy. Though

perhaps modest, I believe this part of the story of reconstruction is nevertheless informative as an

example of the effective transnational transfer and implementation of ideas.

Beyond this, my paper has also discussed Norwegian and American interwar and wartime politics

separately.  Here,  too,  I  think  there  are  important  points  to  note.  There  are  several  striking

similarities between the two cases which are worth keeping in mind when discussing the period

from the  Great  Depression  to  the  outbreak of  the  Cold  War.  First  is  the  way economics  were

politicised,  as  exemplified  by  the  struggle  over  the  gold  standard.  In  both  countries,  the  gold

standard became the symbol with which the contest between orthodox and new economics was

carried out. The opposition to the working of the gold standard seems to have been an important

step in developing the ideology of ‘economic democracy’ in both countries – though this idea would

be rather more influential in Norway.
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This overlaps with the growth of ‘egalitarian nationalism’, which I would argue was central to both

countries’ politics. The respective experiences of a national catastrophe (the Great Depression in the

US; the German occupation in Norway) spurred projects of national democratic renewal, in which

overcoming the disaster and creating a new kind of society became intertwined ambitions. And in

both cases, government became the central actor in realising this ambition. First, it functioned as an

active driver of reform through public investment. Secondly, it was to function as a sort of ‘node’

integrating  both  the  different  regions,  and  the  different  classes,  of  the  nation.  The  ‘egalitarian

nationalist’ ideology involved a great amount of trust of public authorities, whose responsibility it

became to construct and protect the unity and prosperity of the nation.141

New  Deal  America  and  social  democratic  Norway  can  be  seen  as  different  yet  related

examples of a greater political ideology which was to become hugely influential during the Cold

War: namely, ‘developmentalism’. This was the idea that society could and should be reformed

according to rational economic and political principles, in order to create prosperity and alleviate

social  conflict.  This  kind  of  ideology would  become a central  tool  with  which  the  ideological

struggle  of  the  Cold  War  was  carried  out,  and  the  guiding  ideology  of  the  UN’s  numerous

internationalist  development-projects.142 And  though  the  statist,  ‘high  modern’  vision  of

development of the 1950s and 1960s would eventually be discredited, the underlying ambition of

remaking the world according to modern, rational political and economic principles would remain.

Today, ‘development’ is still an important political symbol, with a diffuse yet intuitively appealing

meaning in public discourse. Although the tools by which countries are to be ‘modernised’ and

‘developed’ are rather different, the ambition of reforming societies in order to conform with an

implicit ideal of modernity is a main part of political life – especially in the international arena.143

In my treatment of Norwegian social democracy, I have based my framework on the accounts of

Francis  Sejersted  and  Rune  Slagstad.  Though  they  have  their  differences,  both  focus  on

‘modernisation’ as a central question for the AP. And for both of them, ‘modernisation’ is at its core

the  problem  of  democratic  versus  technocratic  rule.  Two  of  the  main  aspects  of  the  idea  of

‘modernity’ of this period are the emancipation of the individual, and the progressive improvement

of society. Indeed, these two themes are intertwined in the vision of modernisation as a process in

141 Slagstad presents the postwar ideological reorientation of the AP as a move from Marxist to Durkheimian thought:
the  latter’s  sociology constructed  an  ethic  of  industrial  society  built  on  individual  productivity  and  collective
‘organic  solidarity’.  The relations  of  power  in  industrial  society  thus  turned  into  the  positive  condition  for  a
differentiated yet united social structure, in which every class had its function [Slagstad 1998: 225]. As so often
with Slagstad,  he overstates  his  argument  somewhat,  whilst  simultaneously pinpointing a subtle  yet  important
change in political discourse.

142 On this topic, see Eide 2019.
143 Again, Lorenzini 2019 is a good resource.
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which  humanity  frees  itself  from  the  restrictions  of  its  natural  environment.  But  this  idea  of

modernity also entails a contradiction: how can individual agency be combined with the division

and specialisation of labour inherent in the modernising project, which is necessary for the rational

development  of  society?  This  is  a  central  theme  in  Sejersted’s  account  of  the  nature  of  the

Norwegian social democratic system, and of Slagstad’s account of the ‘national strategists’ who

shaped Norwegian politics [Sejersted 2013; Slagstad 1998].

Here,  the  case  of  the  Tennessee  Valley  Authority,  and  the  developmentalist  ideology  it

represented, seem to me fruitful phenomena to discuss. The promise of democratising technical rule

held out by the TVA seems to have vindicated the corporatist model in Norway for the AP. In their

accounts,  Sejersted  and  Slagstad  focus  mostly  on  the  endogenous  ideological  development  of

Norwegian social democracy. In my view, their accounts can fruitfully be supplemented by a view

to the way Norwegian labour looked outside its national context for inspiration. This thesis is an

attempt to do just that.

Although no historical phenomenon can be said to ‘represent’ anything in and of itself, I believe the

events I have discussed in this thesis are interesting as exemplifications of more general problems

of  political  philosophy.  The  main  question  I  have  considered  is,  of  course,  how  ideological

influence functions: more specifically,  how recipients alter  and translate ideas taken from other

places. Furthermore, the problem of technical rationality versus popular participation in politics is a

main concern in the thesis. A related problematic is the shifting borders between economics and

politics.  The concept  of  ‘the moral  economy’ is  useful  in  discussing particularly how the gold

standard and central bank independence were attacked. A central theme of Norwegian politics in the

period I discuss is the constant occupation with politicising economic and social questions. Starting

out  as  a  sort  of  opposition  movement in  the late  19th Century,  the labour  movement fronted  a

different  vision  of  politics  and  society,  focusing  on  a  different  set  of  problems,  than  the

establishment parties of the time. Once the social democratic hegemony was established from about

1953, however,  the AP ascended to a  hegemonic position on its  own, and it  would in  turn be

challenged by forces attempting to politicise aspects of the social democratic status quo from the

1960s on.144

144 This concept of politicisation, where ‘politics’ essentially means the process of breaking with normal procedures in
society, leans heavily on the work of Jacques Rancière. The theory is thoroughly elaborated in Dissensus. The core
of his political theory is well reflected in his definition of ‘consensus’: “The consensus says that there is but a single
reality whose signs must be depleted; that there is but a single space, while reserving the right to redraw its borders
[...] In this play of oppositions, the very possibility of a specific conflict necessarily disappears without remainder:
one which bears on what there is, which lays claim to one present against another and affirms that the visible,
thinkable and possible can be described in many ways. This other way has a name. It is called politics” [Rancière
2010a: ix-x].
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When it comes to the politicisation of formerly apolitical phenomena such as the working of the

gold standard, Kingdon’s discussion of the problem stream and the distinction between ‘conditions’

and ‘problems’ is useful [Kingdon 2014: 109-11]. Also useful is the complementarity of policy and

politics in his theory. Though the two are rarely neatly separated in practice, it is worth keeping in

mind the contrast between abstract generality of a policy-programme and the concrete contingency

of  political  life  in  a  democratic  society.  This  distinction  has  been  central  to  my  account  of

reconstruction as a political  project:  highly improvised,  yet still  informed by abstract ideas and

detailed policy-programmes.

Furthermore, Laclau’s theory is a good tool in analysing how ideas (or ‘signifiers’) work as a

political factor. When a term such as ‘democracy’ is used, is is as an evocative, prescriptive concept

with a certain rhetorical force. But it is precisely its force which makes it a dangerous tool: the term

has a meaningful core which can be marshalled by the political  opposition.  This is,  of course,

precisely  what  happened  when  the  AP’s  project  of  ‘economic  democracy’ based  in  economic

planning was attacked on behalf of constitutional principles: the sense of the signifier lent itself to

two contradictory interpretations. This can, then, be seen as the mechanism by which ‘conditions’

are made into ‘problems’, and thus by which hegemonic (or consensual) regimes can be challenged.

The history of an idea thus consists of the duality between the contingent history of its formulations

or realisations, and its constant meaningful core. The history of ‘democracy’ is, as is touched on in

my  thesis,  marked  by  such  a  duality  between  abstract  or  general  meaning,  and  practical  or

contingent use.

From its inception in the 1930s and far into the postwar era, the New Deal functioned as a source of

inspiration across the world. In Western Europe, the social model and economic model of the US

seemed to hold out a promise of peace and prosperity. Outside of Western Europe, the TVA inspired

numerous developmentalist projects – successful ones such as the Aswan Dam in Egypt, and less

successful ones such as the proposed development of the Mekong Delta under the US-sponsored

South Vietnamese state. If it is true as some claim that the 20 th Century was ‘the American century’,

this  was in large part  due to the role the New Deal played as a  symbol of progress.  With the

developmentalist  idiom of the postwar US, its global power was presented as a force for good

working towards common peace and cooperation across the world. In Norway, it was on this basis

that the US was made into a symbol of progressive, democratic politics – for a while.

This  image was  gradually  tarnished  during  the  Cold  War:  although old  disciples  such as

Haakon Lie would defend the Vietnam War until the very end, by the 1960s, the US increasingly

appeared to be just as much of a cynical great power as any other. Since the end of the Cold War,
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though the US has tried to build support for its interventionist foreign policy, it  seems to have

increasingly alienated its Western European allies. Today, though Norway is formally an ally of the

US, the idea of looking to America as a model of democracy and economic progressivism seems

remote.  In  short,  the  instrumental  utility  of  a  Western  alliance  has  been  divorced  from  the

ideological affinity of the postwar era. The New Deal is still a celebrated symbol of democratic

reform, but it now seems to belong to America’s past, not its present. Although the world is in many

ways more interconnected than ever before, and though American politics are still followed with

intense interest in Norway, it seems that the Atlantic is growing wider again.
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