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Editor’s preface

ERIK GUSTAF GEIJER (1783-1847) was an internationally renowned scholar in numerous fields, most prominently a history professor at Uppsala University for nearly thirty years. He held a variety of significant positions, such as Member of Parliament, member of several prestigious academies, and Chancellor of Uppsala University. In addition, he was also a celebrated poet, musician and composer.

He was well versed in the academic and popular debate and published a vast number of articles, essays and books, though only few have been translated into English. Hence, this book will offer to many a first, primary introduction to Geijer’s work.

My own curiosity towards Erik Gustaf Geijer stems from a fascination of Sweden in the latter part of the 18th century and its development into the first decades of the 19th century. This was an era of upheaval, during which the country went through a number of revolutionary phases. Beginning in the mid-1700’s Sweden experienced pre-democratic parliamentarism, royal despotism, the murder of King Gustavus III, the dethronement of King Gustavus IV, with coup d’états-like events in 1772, 1789, 1792 and 1809.

In resonance with a wider, international vogue, Sweden saw raging debates on constitutional issues and in 1809 a hasty implementation of a novel constitution with several innovations. Simultaneously, its borders were reduced geographically with the loss of Finland in 1809 as the country faced a very real threat of a Russian invasion in the War of 1808-1809.

On top of this political turmoil, Sweden entered into the industrial revolution with all its well-known, radical social changes: The development of a middle class of industrialists, a swift reorganisation and rationalisation of agriculture, the emergence of a working class, and a growing number of people entirely without means.

Through all of these wide-ranging events Geijer is an excellent guide. He possessed the experience of a man who already during his childhood in his own words “sensed, like a distant roll of thunder, the outbreak of the French revolution”, and devoted his professional life to continuous analysis of the long-term development and future challenges of Sweden.

Geijer contributed to the public debate in journals where lingering Royal regulations at times had to be dodged despite the new constitution’s liberal Freedom of Speech Act. His elegant and novel literary style — both in poetry and creative prose — has had a lasting influence on the Swedish language.

The sample of texts included here and the introduction offers a broader framework of Erik Gustaf Geijer’s work than is usually provided in the literary canon. Especially, it argues that while Geijer was inspired by the tradition of German idealists and romanticists, it is an understated fact that he also very much interacted with the Anglo-Saxon and British scholarly debate, and the unique Scottish Enlightenment. Freedom in Sweden and the freedom of the Swedish people were among the core themes in Geijer’s work from the early 1800’s. ‘Freedom in Sweden’ as a title of this volume is justified in both ways.

This volume, covering almost half a century, contains a number of pivotal texts from Geijer’s extensive production, ranging from the Sten Sture-essay (1803) reflecting on the Swedish late 15th century regent, and Geijers first major published and price winning text, to his last published text, An Economic Dream (1847). Notably, The Poor Laws, one of few texts translated into English during Geijer’s own lifetime, gives a perspective on his work in the late 1830’s. In a chapter originally prepared as an academic article, I reflect on the Poor Laws.

The translation is primarly based on the 1873-75 edition of Erik Gustaf Geijer’s collected works (Stockholm, P. A. Norstedt), and follows the original texts closely. Hence, special efforts have been made to convey Geijer’s original use of Swedish terms and expressions.

Professor Lars Magnusson of Uppsala University provides the introductory chapter. Dr. Magnusson is an expert on economic history and the history of economic theory in Erik Gustaf Geijer’s time, and author of several books on Sweden’s economic history.

Peter C. Hogg has a wide experience from Scandinavian historic literature and has translated works by Carl Linnaeus and Anders Chydenius. His experience from working with the British Library has been most helpful, and it has been a pleasure to include him in this project.

This project has received financial support from Reinhold Geijer, The Royal Swedish Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities (Kungliga Vitterhetsakademien), Jernkontoret (The Organisation of Swedish Steel Producers), and the Royal Patriotic Society (Kungliga Patriotiska Sällskapet).

Professor Daniel B. Klein has kindly supported the translation project with his profound knowledge in many of the themes in Geijer’s writings and with numerous valuable comments. I would also like to thank Martina Stenström, Timbro förlag, for guiding the project with insight and proficiency.

Björn Hasselgren, Stockholm, July 2017


INTRODUCTION


Erik Gustaf Geijer – An Introduction

by Lars Magnusson, Uppsala University

During the last two hundred years Erik Gustaf Geijer (1783-1847) has reached an almost iconic status as the national poet in Sweden of the so-called Romantic era, as well as the founder of history as a modern academic discipline in Sweden at the University of Uppsala. Generally being regarded as a firm conservative and primarily as a follower of German idealism, he is said to have shocked his contemporaries in 1838 by proclaiming his defection from conservatism in order to join the liberal political camp. He has sometimes also been regarded as a Hegelian and even as a utopian socialist. It is also a matter of fact that Karl Marx read Geijer’s work on Swedish history in the early 1840’s (in German translation) and perhaps also took some influence from it. Lastly, Geijer read the works of left-Hegelians such as Ludwig Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer where he picked up the notion of “religion as the opium of the people”. Still, all through his life he was a warm disciple of the Protestant state church in Sweden and Christian faith was always close to his heart.

Then what shall we make of this Erik Gustaf Geijer with so many bewildering faces, a man who seems to slip through one’s fingers as soon as you think that you have him in your grip? After two hundred years, how can we characterize Geijer as a man and writer?

It is perhaps easier to explain the purpose of this book, which is to introduce Geijer to a wider non-Swedish reading public. Geijer was indeed a great European thinker and writer involved in the contemporary debates and discussions on moral philosophy, politics, political economy and how to write history. By introducing him – or rather re-introducing him, as he was not a totally unknown figure in the early 19th century outside his native country, some of his works having been translated into both German and English – we seek to bring him back to the context of all-European intellectual developments and transitions roughly from the Scottish Enlightenment up to the 1840’s.

During most of his life he struggled with issues concerning the nature of Man, Society and History which were hotly debated during this period. Publishing the bulk of his works in Swedish, he has largely been forgotten outside Sweden, though sometimes appearing as a footnote in general intellectual history textbooks. Also as we have seen he is not easy to pin down as a specific representative of a certain school of thought – idealism, conservatism, liberalism, etc. – still stylised in most textbooks on intellectual or political history. Geijer was certainly a thinker with a mind of his own and interpreted the great contemporary debates in his own manner. By bringing his voice back we can learn much about the general (not only Swedish) possibilities and perspectives that were opened up during his period, but also about the closures concerning what never came to be. We can also hint at combinations of discourses and ideas that could have formed the basis for other solutions and possible futures.

With Geijer as the starting point we can acknowledge to what extent history is an open process, but also how it serves as a place for lost opportunities. Moreover we can learn that “schools” of thought which for us seem disparate for someone like Geijer were much more close and tangled.

THE MUSICAL PROCESS – GEIJER’S EARLY YEARS IN UPPSALA

When Geijer arrived in Uppsala in 1799 as a young student the radical political club called the Junta that had held its meetings in the big stone house at Sankt Johannesgatan number nine for a number of years was at its height. Its shining star, the philosopher Benjamin Höijer (1767–1812), had the same year been put up as first candidate for the chair in Theoretical Philosophy. However he was rejected by the university perhaps because of the involvement of its chancellor, king Gustavus IV himself – no doubt because of Höijer’s alleged republican views. During the 1790’s the Junta had been a club for radical Uppsala professors and students hotly discussing the latest events in France, the need for more political freedom and not least the new philosophies arriving from Königsberg, Berlin and Paris.

The prudent burghers of Uppsala as well as the more conservative professors of the university wondered what was going on at Sankt Johannesgatan. Höijer and the inner circle of the club were often depicted as dangerous Jacobins. Being rejected for the chair, Höijer went on a long journey that took him to Paris, Switzerland and Berlin. Kant had already been introduced in Uppsala and the earlier dominance of Wolffian theology and moral philosophy was slowly melting away. In Berlin Höijer socialised with Fichte, the brothers August Wilhelm and Friedrich Schlegel and others. Returning to Uppsala he was allowed to teach at the university but was several times rejected when seeking a position as lecturer or professor. Ultimately he did get his chair in theoretical philosophy in 1809 – but that was after king Gustavus IV had been removed from his throne as a consequence of the so-called revolution of 1809 (or rather a coup d’état by liberal-minded noblemen, who detested his absolutist rule and blamed him for Sweden’s loss of Finland to the Russians in the 1808-09 war).1

What really had sent Höijer out in the cold with several other leading members of the Junta was an incident that occurred in 1800. Geijer was too much a newcomer to have been directly involved, but it is reasonable to imagine that he was a supportive bystander.

On the third of April 1800 Gustavus IV was crowned in Norrköping, where the Diet was summoned, in a storm so blistering that more or less no one was able to go outside to watch the parades. It had been decided by the academic authorities that Uppsala University should host a ceremony to celebrate the coronation. But everything went wrong in Uppsala. In its main building, the Gustavianum, oratorical speeches were delivered and the university’s own academic orchestra was supposed to play. One of the musicians in the orchestra was one of the leading Junta members, Gustav Abraham Silfverstolpe. He had been able to trick the old director musices Lars-Fredrik Leyel into opening the musical performance with some passages of the Marseillaise hidden in a piece called Bataille de Fleurus. But the rector magnificus of Uppsala university, J A Tingstadius, was informed and stopped the performance.

So when arriving at the Gustavianum the musicians found the music sheets had been replaced by one of Haydn’s symphonies. This resulted in Silfverstolpe and most of the other members of the orchestra storming out from the Gustavianum. Left were four musicians who (rather unsuccessfully as it seems) had to struggle with Haydn’s composition, which required at least a couple of horns. Heading for a nearby tavern (Östmarks källare), the oppositional musicians toasted the republic and political freedom. Farcical as it might seem, the episode turned out to be anything but amusing for some of the rebellious musicians. Silfverstolpe was banned from the University for life, and lost his title of docent, while six others were punished with banishments for a longer or shorter period as well as having to face some days of incarceration in the University prison.2 This was one of the most renowned political protests against the king at the time, and obviously something that coloured Geijer’s perceptions of the political system and lack of intellectual freedom at the time.

Although later taking up history as his academic field, Geijer’s roots were in philosophy. When Geijer arrived in Uppsala in 1799 professor Erik Michael Fant (1754–1817), the holder of the chair in History, lectured mainly on antiquarian topics and was occupied with historical artefacts and collections. Instead Geijer attended the lectures of Jacob Fredrik Neikter (1744–1803), professor of rhetoric and government. Neikter was a follower of Montesquieu and during the first year Geijer was in Uppsala he lectured on “the history of Mankind”.3

Besides this early experience of the European intellectual discourse Geijer emphasised, especially in his Autobiography (“Minnen”), the important role that Benjamin Höijer played for his intellectual development.4 According to himself he attended every single lecture that Höijer held after returning to Uppsala in 18025. For many Höijer was still looked upon as a suspect radical – perhaps even still with republican inclinations – and his pupils were rather few. Through him Geijer was introduced to the new idealist philosophies coming out of Germany: Herder, Fichte but also Schelling and Hegel. But Höijer was not the only influence on Geijer. The professor of Practical Philosophy Daniel Boethius (1751-1810) – the introducer of Kant in Uppsala – was regarded as a man of the 1790’s still favourable to at least some aspects of the French revolution. It is clear that Boethius, even after Geijer had arrived, had some influence within the circle of young students to which Geijer belonged.

Over the coming years Geijer – following in the footstep of Höijer – would become increasingly more critical of the French revolution and certain strands of French enlightenment philosophy (Voltaire, Helvetius, les encyclopédistes, Condorcet). The revolution had been manipulated by demagogues leading to terror and dictatorship (Robespierre and Napoleon), he argued. At the bottom such an unfavourable development had been made possible because of a, according to Geijer, “sterile” or “mechanical” enlightenment discourse which made men into easy victims of outside forces. But even some years after Geijer’s arrival in Uppsala the radicalism of the 1790’s appealed to him. He was also looked upon by his superiors as somewhat of an extremist. For financial reasons he applied for a job as a personal tutor to a noblemen’s son after three years in Uppsala. But the university did not recommend him to the post; he was said to be “a young man without steadiness”.6

LIFE AND CAREER

Erik Gustaf Geijer was born in 1783 in the parish of Ransäter in the county of Värmland in the west of Sweden. His father Bengt Gustaf Geijer was the owner of an iron works (järnbruk), Ransäter bruk, and his mother Ulrica Magdalena came from a family of iron miners from Falun in Dalecarlia. At the time of Erik Gustaf’s birth Värmland hosted a great number of small iron works, but most of them ran into serious economic difficulties, especially as a consequence of the Napoleonic wars and the establishment of the Continental blockade. This was also the case with the ironmill at Ransäter and no doubt the reason why it seemed difficult for Bengt Gustaf to finance more than three years of studies for his son at Uppsala.7

However, Erik Gustaf seems to have had a happy childhood at Ransäter in a mansion house with a great number of relatives and guests coming and going. The ironworks and the adjacent mansions in Värmland served as beacons of culture and enlightenment. Their owners formed a kind of gentry in an otherwise sparsely populated countryside. News from the outer world continuously arrived as well as books and journals containing new ideas and learned discourse. Hence at an early age Erik Gustaf was well informed about the French revolution and its twists and turns. No doubt he grew up in a milieu that was favourable to the new liberal ideas concerning both politics and economics, in particular as regards the value of free trade and commerce.

Returning home to Ransäter in 1802 without a finished exam or a job he felt miserable and worried about his future. Continuing his studies at home he more or less by chance applied to a prize essay competition put up by the learned Swedish Academy in Stockholm. He sent in the Panegyric on the Regent Sten Sture the Elder (“Äreminne över riksföreståndaren Sten Sture den äldre”) which is included in this volume. Perhaps to his own surprise he won the first prize and a gold medal. It was a patriotic piece that fit with the anti-Napoleonic feelings at the time (with Denmark as the foe in this case). The text hails political freedom as an ideal and includes passages that bear witness to his readings in the contemporary literature on moral philosophy.

After almost two years Geijer was able to return to Uppsala in 1804 and commence his studies. It is possible that already at the start of this second round of studies at Uppsala University he formulated a strategy that he should concentrate on history and later on take over the chair held by Fant. While waiting for positions that could become available in that field – no doubt once again because of financial difficulties, as the problems for the Värmland iron establishments had become desperate, even if the Ransäter ironmill might not have been among the worst affected – he took on the job as a tutor for the son of a commercial councillor (Kommersråd) at the College of Commerce in Stockholm, named Schinkel. Together with the son Erik Gustaf went off on a year-long study visit to England 1809-10.

Sailing from Gothenburg to Yarmouth the pair arrived in London on August 19 1809. Geijer was greatly impressed by London, its size and multitude of people, the City with the Royal Exchange and all the coffee-houses; a veritable “Babylon of bricks”.8 He enjoyed concerts and visited the opera house at Covent garden; Händel’s Messiah was “without any comparison the most heavenly piece of music I have listened to so far”.9 Beside some journeys to Bath and southwest Devonshire he also spent some time in Bristol where Geijer could watch the effects of the industrial revolution on the spot. “The English proletarian makes indeed a miserable character”, he wrote in a letter back home.10 Here began an interest in the situation of the workers and the less well off in society was initiated, an interest that would never leave him and that resonated with the sentiments in the traditional ironmill culture, with its patriarchal-style leadership.

Otherwise Erik Gustaf and his pupil spent most of the time in London. Geijer could combine his teaching duty with studies of his own, digging deep into the writings of the Scottish moral philosophers as well as contemporary political economy. Journals like the Edinburgh Review became his regular reading which he subscribed to when back in Uppsala in order to keep him updated on recent events and debates in Britain up to the 1840’s.

Back in Uppsala Geijer began to teach history and became a senior lecturer in the subject. In the end his longterm strategy for a permanent position in the academy worked and he replaced Fant in the chair of History in 1817. During his long waiting time – apparently the old professor did not want to retire and died just half a year after he finally left the chair – Geijer was soon to join the Gothic Society (Götiska förbundet).

The Society had been established in Stockholm in 1811 and consisted at its height (in the 1820’s) of around 100 members of the cultural and academic elite and some influential politicians. Its aim was patriotic and to emphasize the uniqueness of Swedish culture and history. It nostalgically looked back to a Swedish past of free allodial peasants and its idealised kings elected by a free people. Geijer was keen to contribute to such a patriotic task and wrote a large number of poems and other pieces on this theme during 1811 and the following years for the journal of the Gothic Society named Iduna. It was now that some of Geijer’s most famous patriotic poems were published: Manhem, Vikingen (The viking) and Odalbonden (the Yeoman farmer). Up to the middle of the 20th century young pupils and students in Sweden were supposed to recite at least some of the verses from these poems by heart. Geijer himself, though, did not hold his poems in any particularly high esteem and did not see himself as a poet. In the first place came music, secondly philosophy and in the third place poetry and history.11

To be a patriot in the 1810’s was not to be a conservative and still less a reactionary. The Swedish Göticism was rather a liberal ideology – similar to German patriotic discourse in Germany – emphasising the role of the Volk and its inherited liberties. To be a real conservative at the time was to be in favour of the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy in France and against every aspect of 1789. As we saw Geijer was certainly antipathetic to the anarchy and bloodshed that the revolution had let loose, especially in its Jacobin phase, which he disfavoured as much as the dictatorship of Napoleon. On the other hand he returned throughout his life to the revolution as something perhaps inevitable in France, given its past history of absolutism and feudalism. Revolution therefore was not necessary in a more liberal country such as Britain and certainly not in Sweden, which had never introduced feudalism proper or serfdom. When France restored the Bourbon monarchy with Louis XVII in 1814 Geijer was a stern opponent.12 He feared that this would also lead to emigrés returning and the restoration of feudalism. In the same manner as the Catholic Church, feudalism had perhaps been a necessity in the old time. But its role as a system of protecting the people and keeping up order had vanished especially with the emancipation of the cities and the rise of a middle class. The rule of the feudal nobles could no longer be regarded as legitimate. Such developments were a theme that he returned to in several of his texts in the 1810’s, perhaps most pertinently in the long essay Feudalism and Republicanism included in this volume.

The critique of feudalism and serfdom he certainly shared with most of the Scots as well as the German idealist philosophers that he adhered to at the time. Moreover he was critical of the so-called Holy Alliance after 1815, the main architect of which was the Austrian minister Metternicht. Geijer regarded it as a backward-looking alliance of great powers and not very holy at all. Rather it used the church as an instrument for reaction, he stated.13
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