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Historians have been paying increasing attention to such phenomena 
as cross-border movements, encounters, and interactions. In doing so, 
they have made use of analytical terms like interconnectedness, blend-
ing, and hybridity. These are all concepts that emphasize movement 
and transformation and are in sharp contrast to more traditional ideas 
such as identity, authenticity, order, and system maintenance, all of 
which assume most societies and nations are basically unique and stable 
entities.

The essays in this volume exemplify the current scholarly emphasis 
on movement and transformation rather than stability and order. The 
chapters describe post-1945 European societies that transformed them-
selves as they interacted with American people, goods, and ideas—and 
in the process making American society “creolized” or hybrid. The key 
here is to recognize that neither “Europe” nor “America” is a fixed and 
static entity. Each keeps changing at all times, so the important ques-
tion is how both Europe and the United States transformed themselves 
through their mutual contact. Of course, this is not a simple question 
and must be understood at various levels: geopolitical, economic, 
cultural, and social. The conventional literature tends to focus on the 
Cold War as the overarching framework for the age, but the recent 
scholarship has helped bring into the picture various other themes, 
for instance economic globalization. In retrospect, we may note that 
globalization was a far more extensive historical development that 
changed the way people everywhere lived, whereas the Cold War was 
a more traditional geopolitical drama, part of the story of “the rise and 
fall of the great powers.”

Globalization, of course, was not limited to the economic sphere. It 
involved social and cultural interactions across borders, eventually lead-
ing to the building of a more and more transnational world. Nations, 
national identities, and nationalistic emotions remain, and some even 
argue that the twenty-first century is, if anything, even more driven 
by parochial, nation-centric forces that are now far more widespread 
than ever before. But it must be noted that nationalism is never a static 
phenomenon; just like everything else, it keeps changing, and change 
today is driven as much by global forces as by local conditions. In fact, 
these two are closely interconnected.

Series Editors’ Preface
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The essays in this volume focus on European–U.S. transnational 
linkages and show how these linkages “hybridized” both Europe and 
America. The contributors write about “hybrid solutions,” “hybrid 
forms of domestic consumption,” “Americanization as creolization,” 
“hybrid consumption regimes,” and the like as European societies 
sought to define their postwar economic and social affairs by turning 
to the American example. These affairs ranged from production to 
consumption, and from architecture to tourism. But there was never 
a wholesale Americanization of Europe but rather “hybrid solutions,” 
resulting from the constant engagement between Americans and 
Europeans. In the process, it is not surprising that “authenticity” stead-
ily gave way to a broader definition of self-identity. What a contribu-
tor calls “pan-European identity” became Euro-American or Atlantic 
identity. But ultimately, such identities would come to matter less than 
hybridity. What is frequently referred to as Americanization, therefore, 
is better understood as hybridization. Of course, hybridization occurred 
as much within Europe as between Europe and the United States, as 
some of the chapters point out. We may add that hybridization is really 
a global process, a key aspect of transnationalization. In the end, there-
fore, we reach the phenomenon of global transformation. The globe 
has been undergoing the process of hybridization for centuries, and to 
understand European–American interactions in that framework makes 
an important contribution to transnational history.

Akira Iriye
Rana Mitter   
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Introduction
Per Lundin

American ideals and models feature prominently in the master narra-
tive of postwar European consumer societies. To wit: in her influential 
book Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance through Twentieth-Century 
Europe (2005), the American historian Victoria de Grazia maintains that 
a U.S.-style “Market Empire” marched across Europe and swept away the 
old economic order. By focusing on ideals and models that originated 
in the United States, de Grazia demonstrates how myriad American 
interests and actors contributed to the “unique formation of the Market 
Empire”—and to America’s status as the world’s first regime of mass 
consumption.1

Indeed, after the Second World War, the United States emerged as the 
world’s greatest power. During the initial postwar decades, Europe was 
flooded with consumer experts, marketing professionals, and Marshall 
Plan administrators. Accordingly, the “Old World” was flooded with 
American products, from refrigerators to cars; blue jeans to chewing 
gum; movies to music; magazines to radio shows. American exhibits 
abounded in Europe, and these, too, promoted U.S. images and attitudes, 
American norms and values. The widespread circulation of American ele-
ments notwithstanding, a crucial dimension is missing in the claim that 
the American way of life ultimately gained hegemony in Europe.

In recent years, several scholars have disputed the claim of American 
hegemony in Europe.2 America’s political, economic, and military 
dominance during the twentieth century has, of course, been acknowl-
edged. So has U.S. policymakers’ intention of doing business with 
the European countries: according to scholar John Krige, U.S. policy-
makers, in the arena of science, at the very least, stated clearly their 
opinion that Europe needed to be “Americanized.” But, beyond the 
realities of American power were the realities of European power, 
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the often-complex actions taken by Europeans. U.S. policymakers, while 
zealous in their pursuit of U.S. interests in Europe, did not prevent 
Europeans from leaving “their own imprint on the hegemonic regime.”3

In this book, we maintain that it is necessary to go beyond the con-
tested thesis of American hegemony in order to further our knowledge 
of how postwar European consumer societies were made. After all, as 
Mary Nolan has succinctly observed, “Americanization is only part of a 
much more complex story.”4 Our approach to the making of European 
consumer societies and the re-examining of the U.S. challenge is to 
focus on technology: from the freezer locker and the refrigerator to the 
package tour by bus and air, from the prefabrication of homes to the use 
of franchising protocols. We employ the useful concept of consumption 
regimes, coined by Victoria de Grazia, as a way of relating consumption 
technologies to broader processes in society.5 But we imbue the term 
“consumption regime” with a somewhat different meaning. While de 
Grazia uses the concept primarily to refer to major historical shifts—
from an aristocratic to a bourgeois consumption mode, for example; or 
a Fordist to a post-Fordist mode—we define a consumption regime as 
a dynamic set of institutions, ideologies, and technologies. De Grazia 
implies that one American regime of mass consumption replaced one 
bourgeois European consumption regime. In contrast, we identify 
 multiple, co-existing consumption regimes in Europe.6

We examine how technologies of consumption interacted with ideolo-
gies and institutions in different regional, national, and transnational set-
tings to form the consumption regimes of postwar European consumer 
societies. Our empirical research, presented in these chapters, encom-
passes technologies related to food, housing, and tourism. The studies 
in this volume indicate that Europeans did not import the allegedly 
irresistible American mode of mass consumption as a single, self-con-
tained package. Instead, Europeans appropriated American products and 
processes selectively, and, usually, with great deliberation. Appropriation 
often took place in the context of extensive negotiation—negotiation 
between actors on both sides of the Atlantic, as well as debate among 
Europeans themselves.

In this volume, overviews as well as case studies from different 
European countries demonstrate that Europeans maintained myriad 
views of America; Europeans did not appropriate a homogenous 
notion of America. Specifically, the chapters illustrate how distin-
guishing between product and process innovations enables us to 
discern patterns of appropriation. To this end, the distinction is made 
between introducing a new product (or simply a new version of that 
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product) on the one hand, and introducing a new method of produc-
tion or a new way of managing a commodity, on the other hand.7 
Further, the authors demonstrate the wisdom of describing postwar 
European consumption in terms of selective appropriation—rather 
than the wholesale acceptance or rejection—of American ideals and 
models.

The contributors to this volume identify the main promoters of the 
emerging European consumption regimes. The first decades of the 
postwar period were a time of continuous making and remaking of 
European consumption regimes. Many played key roles in this: experts 
and planners, government agencies and special-interest groups, coop-
eratives and trade unions, journalists and the media, among many 
others. These actors shaped consumption regimes by engaging with 
producers and consumers who did not necessarily share their views of 
how societies should be modernized. The processes took place in close 
connection with powerful economic, military, and political actors: the 
defense industries, financial industries, and social democratic govern-
ments, for example. These intermediary actors, as we refer to them, 
functioned as spokespeople between consumer groups, sometimes even 
intervening between individual consumers. Roles for these intermediary 
actors included negotiating, directing, and creating scripts for consumer 
behavior.8 In the negotiation processes that took place, rarely did inter-
mediary actors function as neutral partners: rather, they were proactive 
advocates of particular interests, ideals, and norms. Consciously or not, 
intermediary actors promoted middle-class values. Accordingly, these 
actors tended to exclude groups that did not share their norms: blue-
collar workers, immigrants, and rural dwellers; children, the elderly, 
and women, for that matter. They competed—and cooperated—with 
each other in order to attain the pivotal position of mediator between 
producers and consumers. They pursued various programs of modernity 
and, consequently, represented various ideologies, institutions, and 
technologies of consumption.

How did intermediary actors in the European context perceive the 
American model of mass consumption? How did they selectively 
appropriate American elements and ideas? The contributing authors’ 
conclusions take the form of two main themes. First and foremost, 
intermediary actors in Europe used images and representations of 
America to evoke feelings of national identity; to strengthen national 
bonds; and to advance national projects (and eventually pan-European 
ones) during the postwar period. Second, the contributors to this vol-
ume demonstrate that American elements—from models to practices to 
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technologies—were more prominent in European process innovations 
than in product innovations. 

The Many Images of America

In the America of the 1940s and 1950s, a concerted effort was made 
to invent and project the image of a nation whose values and virtues 
were an exemplar to the world. The promoters of this thinking included 
U.S. policymakers; business and labor leaders; intellectuals, academics, 
and writers.9 This effort notwithstanding, multiple Americas—rather 
than a single, consolidated, exemplary version of America—developed 
in the minds of Europeans. In conjunction with the Marshall Plan, 
many American agencies participated in promoting the U.S. in Europe: 
the United States Information Agency (USIA), the Department of 
Commerce, and the State Department, among them. These organiza-
tions launched cultural programs; staged exhibits; and promoted—in 
close collaboration with large corporations, such as IBM, the Walt 
Disney Company, and General Mills—participation in numerous trade 
and world fairs during the first postwar decades. These programs and 
events certainly reached a large audience: U.S. government officials 
boasted that nearly 14 million people visited American pavilions at fairs 
in 1960 alone.10

However elaborate, the U.S.-government-led initiatives to promote 
America as part of the Cold War were only part of a much longer, even 
more elaborate history: the selective appropriation of American mass 
culture in Europe had begun far earlier.11 Since the 1920s, if not earlier, 
Europeans had been exposed to a range of American elements, from 
advertising campaigns to Hollywood films, music to photography to 
popular culture. This enormous quantity of cultural elements came 
from a variety of sources and circulated throughout Europe. And these 
American elements, in the European context, contributed to a rich, 
powerful, and all-embracing discourse between the two continents in 
which multiple images of America emerged.

Indeed, the abundant American elements circulating throughout 
Europe created a dialogue between the U.S. and Europe; this circulation 
of goods and ideologies was anything but a one-way process. As Mary 
Nolan narrates in her chapter in this volume: “ideas, techniques, and 
products did not flow only from the United States to Europe—not even 
in the classic ‘American Century’ from the 1940s to the mid-1970s, 
when American economic might and political influence were greatest.” 
Nolan goes on to describe how “Europeans debated, negotiated with, 
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and altered the economic and cultural forms and norms that the United 
States established—and often sought to impose.”

In his chapter, David Nye elaborates on this theme of Europeans 
interacting extensively with American elements—rather than engaging 
in submissive appropriation. Nye underscores the concept of cultural 
icons as malleable when introduced into new systems of meanings. 
Specifically, he examines the ways in which the Statue of Liberty as an 
icon was re-visualized and re-contextualized during the postwar period. 
The non-exceptional, diverse, and heterogeneous nature of America, 
Nye reminds us, provided a rich cache of images, sounds, and texts 
from which Europeans borrowed, selected, and interpreted, giving these 
American elements new meanings, in the process.

A key example of “multiple Americas” can be observed in the 
American design scene of the 1950s. America was experiencing a newly 
technology-based consumer economy and a huge rise in consumption. 
The design, advertising, and marketing sectors were coming to the fore. 
In this context, American production of consumer durables diversified—
and distinct versions of American design emerged. One extreme was the 
commercial, populist, streamlining aesthetic: the 1950s Oldsmobile 
with fins, for example. At the other extreme was the elitist “good 
design” movement, led by New York’s Museum of Modern Art, design 
schools, and a handful of high-end manufacturers. Between these two 
extremes existed a multitude of other movements in American design.12 
In 1953, the U.S. chose representative products for its exhibit, American 
Design for Home and Decorative Use, which was to tour selected European 
countries. Of the many possible versions of the American design scene 
to project, the exhibit portrayed only one: the elitist, carefully curated, 
Museum of Modern Art image of American design.

In his chapter on postwar design in this volume, Kjetil Fallan demon-
strates how European designers used the repertoire of American design 
to deploy various images of America on both sides of the Atlantic. For 
example, Norwegian proponents of Scandinavia’s applied-art tradition 
denounced the U.S. avant-garde culture represented by the Museum of 
Modern Art by linking it to the U.S. ideals of mass-scale production. 
This rather surprising connection between these two opposing sce-
narios in American design was made in order to portray the domestic 
artisans and craft-based production systems as democratic and socially 
responsible.

Europeans continually repositioned and reinterpreted America’s 
cultural messages to suit their own needs and agendas; Europeans 
re-purposed messages. A prime example of this pattern is the debate 
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surrounding the “American kitchen”—one of the more prominent sym-
bols of American-style consumerism during the early postwar period. 
In this case, a constellation of government agencies and corporations 
promoted the American kitchen at fairs and exhibits: General Motors’ 
traveling Kitchen of Tomorrow exhibit toured major European cities in 
1957. And General Electric’s lemon-yellow kitchen at the American 
National Exhibit at the Moscow fair in 1959 has attracted considerable 
attention from historians: this was the setting for the famous “Kitchen 
Debate” between U.S. vice president Richard M. Nixon and Soviet pre-
mier Nikita S. Khrushchev. The debate has been inscribed in American 
historiography as a fundamental clash between East and West, and 
between two ideologically opposed systems, superpowers, and spheres 
of influence. Both claimed to represent radically different modes of 
production and consumption. On the American side was a model based 
on individual consumption; on the Soviet side was a model based on 
collective and cooperative consumption. If there had been any doubt, 
the exhibit confirmed to parties on both sides of the Atlantic that the 
realm of consumer durables had become a Cold War battleground of 
equal importance to those of nuclear and space technologies.13

In her contribution to this volume, Emanuela Scarpellini examines 
these Cold War conflicts in the context of the kitchen. She concludes 
that the American kitchen, with its conflation of working and living 
spaces, challenged one of the core values of modern European domes-
ticity: the separation between the “male” and “female” spheres. The 
masculine realm was external and social, linked to work and money; the 
“female” domestic interior was based on feelings such as love, solidarity, 
and sacrifice. Scarpellini’s case study illustrates how, in Italy and other 
European countries, the American kitchen clashed with the prevailing 
image of women and the family in the 1950s and 1960s. Scarpellini 
also demonstrates how, in her words, “by selectively appropriating new 
‘American’ foods, appliances, and kitchens, Italian society emerged 
from the postwar period with a dynamic balance of traditional and 
modern food products and processes.”

Indeed, far from taking the consumer-oriented American way of life 
at face value, Europeans used America and its representations as cultural 
shorthand for ideas about modernity. America provided the framework 
in which Europeans interpreted and debated modernity. A case in point 
is the contested reception of the motel in Europe, which symbolized 
an American-style form of leisure. The motel represented automobil-
ity, individual freedom, open-road vacations; motels were synonymous 
with open frontiers and borders. The first American motel opened in 
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1926; the motel trend in America skyrocketed in the following decades. 
The motel became a vital part of the American service infrastructure, 
ensuring travel mobility for middle-class families in particular.14 With 
the rise of mass motorization in Europe, the motel quickly gained 
 status as an icon of American automobile-minded modernity. Notably, 
Europe’s national automobile associations celebrated the American 
motel as a symbol of a new, mobile, modern lifestyle. This promised 
rationally organized comfort, freedom, and solitude for the stressed-out, 
overworked “modern man and his family.”15

These promises notwithstanding, the motel did not gain a foothold 
in Europe. Intermediary actors in Europe—national tourist associations, 
hotel associations, cooperative travel and holiday organizations, and 
trade unions—launched and promoted other forms of accommoda-
tion, particularly for the working classes. For example, as I show in my 
contribution to this volume, the Swedish Tourist Association, with its 
ambition to shape national identity through tourism, organized and 
ran domestic hostels—a low-price, collective form of accommodation 
planned with biking tourists in mind. The motel challenge prompted 
the Swedish Tourist Association to modernize its hostel movement, but 
it modernized along another path.

The Many Meanings of Modernity

These examples underscore Europeans’ increasingly diversified under-
standing of modernity. This contrasts sharply with the homogenous, 
hegemonic vision of American modernity orchestrated by U.S.  programs 
during the first decades of the Cold War. These examples also illustrate 
that, as early as the 1950s—the very decade in which U.S. military, 
political, and economic power reached its zenith—it is indeed possible 
to discern alternative visions of modernity.

In the Netherlands, intermediary actors such as the Dutch Hotel 
Association evoked images of America to tease out and develop the 
alleged “Dutch character” of tourist accommodation. In the 1950s and 
1960s, the Netherlands was purportedly one of the most Americanized 
countries in Europe; it was also one of the top recipients of financial 
aid from the Marshall Plan (measured per capita). In contrast with 
the practicality and modern conveniences offered by U.S. hotels, the 
association maintained that Dutch accommodations represented the 
country’s architectural heritage and tradition.16

Early in the postwar period, other alternative visions of modernity 
were promoted in the Scandinavian countries as well as in Britain by 
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government agencies and municipal authorities, cooperatives and trade 
unions, planners and social reformers. One point of departure for these 
visionaries was the American model of mass consumption, which was 
commercially oriented, technologically attuned, and focused on the 
expanding middle class. In the Scandinavian countries, the majority 
argued for communal facilities and collective, rather than individual, 
solutions. The consumption regimes that emerged were tied to allegedly 
egalitarian Scandinavian values and social democratic traditions. Food, 
housing, and tourism technologies were incorporated in the great social 
democratic modernization project.17 Europeans accepted modernity as a 
goal, but they interpreted “modern” in a flexible way.

The case studies in this book demonstrate that, to Europeans, America 
was not a geographic place so much as a metaphor for otherness evoked 
by intermediary actors as a way to establish and strengthen collective 
identities.18 Indeed, the perception and attribution of “American” was 
more important than the fact of whether or not the element in ques-
tion originated in America. For example, the Royal Dutch Touring Club 
dismissed the British Butlins holiday camps not only as “un-Dutch” 
and the result of “shameless exploitation,” but as “American forms 
of amusement.” Likewise, some Italian consumers frowned upon—if 
not raged against—ready-to-eat soups, which they considered to be 
American, regardless of the soup’s German (Knorr) or U.S. (Campbell) 
origins. By the same token, for young Italians, “Brooklyn” chewing 
gum, an Italian brand manufactured outside Milan, represented a 
 quintessentially American experience.19

Images of America were deployed in debates and challenges on both 
sides of the Atlantic. In Europe, American elements served primarily as a 
tool for strengthening existing national identities. For example, against 
the backdrop of American motel and hotel culture, the Swedish hostel 
defined its Swedish-ness; likewise, the Dutch hotel defined its Dutch-
ness. The American way of life served only in a secondary way to spur 
a new transnational, pan-European identity.

Appropriating Processes Over Products

To Europeans, America comprised not only dreams, images, and repre-
sentations, but a set of exemplars, models, and practices, which inter-
mediary actors selectively appropriated. The research results described 
in this volume indicate that, indeed, Europeans more readily appropri-
ated process innovations—U.S. models, practices, and technologies—
than product innovations. In many cases, Europe’s intermediary actors 
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appropriated key elements of the American consumption regime as a 
system: marketing, managerial practices, and organizational methods; 
research and development approaches as well as standardization, for 
example. Europeans often rejected the aesthetic design (bulkiness, 
streamlining), scale, quality, and content of U.S. consumer durables. In 
this way, the most threatening aspects of Americanism—rampant com-
mercialism and the encroachment of the American way of life—could 
be avoided. In the making and remaking of consumption regimes, the 
replacement of European process-related elements with American ones 
was done on a case-by-case basis. This proved less controversial in the 
postwar reconstruction of national identities in Europe.

The contributing authors provide various case histories to illustrate 
this phenomenon. For example, as Adri A. Albert de la Bruhèze narrates 
in his chapter on tourism and accommodation in the Netherlands, 
Dutch intermediary actors, hotel managers, professionals, and policy-
makers, for example, were most impressed by American business 
processes: marketing and consumer research, public relations, and the 
vocational training of personnel. The Dutch intermediary actors also 
admired the apparently professional American managerial practices 
and the allegedly rational and scientific design and planning of hotels. 
At the same time, Dutch intermediary actors summarily dismissed U.S. 
hotel architecture, furnishing, and “gadgets” such as ice-cube machines 
and air-conditioning.

British, Italian, and Scandinavian designers displayed overtly positive 
attitudes toward U.S. production methods. Designers in these countries 
were particularly aware of trends, marketing, and consumer behavior 
among U.S. industrial designers. At the same time, European design 
professionals ridiculed American stylistic devices, the formalism of 
American design, and choice of material that dominated mainstream 
U.S. industrial design—all of which was considered to represent “dis-
honesty,” “shallowness,” and “irrelevance.” As Kjetil Fallan aptly phrases 
it, “mainstream American industrial design had become a Janus-faced 
figure: alluring and inspirational when showing its organizational side, 
ridiculous and appalling when showing its aesthetic side.”20

A similar pattern can be seen in the response of French architects 
to one American model of housing: single-family suburban homes. 
When visiting Levittown, visiting French architects admired American 
rationalization, standardization, the use of prefabricated elements, and 
streamlined management systems—all processes that the French later 
adopted, to a large extent. But, when it came to question of design, the 
French rejected the iconic American wood-frame tract house designed 
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for the suburbs. Instead, the architects sought inspiration from a 
 multitude of European homes.21

In the arena of food, postwar European governments welcomed the 
American fertilizers, the vegetable seeds, the farming equipment, and 
the expert knowledge of agriculture and the food industry. The European 
Productivity Agency mediated the processes of standardization, packag-
ing, distribution, and marketing. Europeans reacted harshly, however, 
to U.S. attempts to fully transform the European foodways into a full-
fledged American consumption regime: this transformation would 
have jeopardized the socially oriented European agricultural policies. 
As Karin Zachmann so succinctly frames it in her contribution to this 
volume, “Europeans wanted modernity too, but without sacrificing the 
romance of farming as a way of life.”22

Why, exactly, did process-oriented American technologies of con-
sumption appeal more to Europeans than product-oriented innova-
tions? The contributors provide an explanation consisting of four 
closely interrelated elements. First, this pattern of selective appropria-
tion reflects an ambivalence towards the United States that was shared 
by many Europeans. As part of the comprehensive U.S. Technical 
Assistance and Productivity Program, which was initiated under the 
Marshall Plan, several thousand European observers went overseas 
between 1948 and 1958; more often than not, these observers expressed 
ambivalence toward the New World.23 These visitors to the U.S. were 
political visionaries; industrial leaders; labor union delegates; and, 
above all, professionals in the state system, in business, in industry, as 
well as in civil-society organizations. The travelers were profoundly con-
flicted about the United States. On one hand, the travelers were naïvely 
optimistic, inspired by the country’s stunning economic and technical 
progress. On the other hand, the travelers were dismayed by what they 
perceived as America’s too-competitive, relentlessly capitalistic society. 
Many also objected to the American aesthetic. While they themselves 
experienced conflicting emotions about America, visitors consistently 
reported feeling that the American way of life would inevitably spread, 
they believed that their (European) ways of life was being subject to 
“Americanization.”24 Interestingly, proponents of Americanization 
tended to emphasize process innovations in their rhetoric, while 
 opponents vehemently attacked product innovations.

Second, in the eyes of the consumer, products conveyed meaning 
in a way that process innovations rarely did. Products could represent 
authenticity and tradition. But they could also represent modernity 
and novelty. Process innovations, by contrast, were often perceived as 
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neutral tools; only rarely were they seen as a threat to prevailing condi-
tions. Paradoxically, U.S.-style process innovations were used frequently 
by intermediary actors to promote alternatives to American modernity. 
For instance, the first organization in Sweden to introduce American 
franchising methods was the leftist cooperative movement, and the 
second was the Swedish Tourist Association, a conservative civil-society 
organization. On the other hand, product innovations symbolized 
American modernity in a palpably sensuous way. American products 
circulating in Europe at the time included American-style cars; motels; 
wood-frame suburban tract houses; bulky freezers and refrigerators; 
ice-cube machines; ready-made soups; and materials, like plastic. These 
products and the like were more susceptible to being rejected outright 
or to being perceived as a threat by the norm-setting middle class. 
(Significantly, the working class and unruly youth cultures appropri-
ated the products and aesthetics of American modernity as a way of 
 challenging middle-class European norms.)

Consider the twentieth century’s quintessential icon of American 
modernity: the car. Western Europe was packed with cars, although few 
of them were of U.S. origin. While the total number of new cars sold in 
Sweden—the country that boasted Europe’s greatest number of cars per 
capita—rose from 62,503 to 169,014 between 1951 and 1959, the num-
ber of American-made cars dropped from 5,217 to 2,676 during the same 
period.25 This signals to us that the sensuous curves, voluptuous forms, 
and decorative details that characterized the American streamlining aes-
thetic did not appeal to middle-class European consumers. For similar 
reasons, only a small fraction of the bulky American-style refrigerators 
and home freezers ever entered the Italian and the Norwegian markets.

Arguably, the third element that shaped product versus process appro-
priation was the contrasting economic contexts of America and Europe. 
In the early 1950s, U.S. citizens consumed three-quarters of the world’s 
appliances. In 1956, the average U.S. consumers had approximately 
twice as much income at their disposal than their Western European 
counterparts. And, at the peak of their power, U.S. corporations attracted 
approximately half of all of the world’s foreign investment.26 Gradually, 
the gap between the U.S. and European economies diminished. But that 
gap had a decisive impact during the critical phase of development for 
Europe’s postwar consumption regimes. It was simply impossible to rep-
licate the resource-intensive U.S. consumer economy on European soil. 
In the immediate postwar period, piecemeal improvement of consump-
tion regimes was often the only viable alternative in many European 
countries; in the nations ravaged by war, citizens’ everyday lives were 
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shaped by austerity and shortages.27 Thus, a refrigerator scaled to the 
traditional Italian kitchen was not only less threatening to the existing 
social order than the American kitchen—it was also a more realistic 
economic alternative.

In fact, economic conditions—import restrictions, rationing, and 
political reforms, for example—contributed to the promotion and use 
of collective consumption technologies, such as freezer-locker plants, 
hostels and package-tours, and large-scale social housing.28 Although 
the Western European economies soon recovered and the economic 
gap diminished, the consumption regimes often continued along the 
chosen trajectories.

Admittedly, in some cases, technological solutions imposed by 
 economic necessity proved to be only temporary. For example, as 
Terje Finstad, Stig Kvaal, and Per Østby demonstrate in their chapter 
on the breakthrough of frozen food and freezing technology in Norway, 
the collective freezer-locker plants were soon followed by home freezers. 
In other cases, however, the resulting solutions endure today. Hostels 
and package tours still enjoy popularity, for example, as do the social-
housing developments that accommodate large numbers of Europe’s 
urban dwellers. Arguably, in many countries the proactive state has 
continuously promoted alternative solutions for policy reasons. A case 
in point is the collective laundries in Sweden, which have come to serve 
as a physical manifestation of the social democratic welfare state.29

The fourth contributing factor to favoring process innovation was 
technical: implementing product innovations required infrastructure. 
Many of the U.S. gadgets depended on a technological environment 
that simply did not yet exist in Europe. For example, in an attempt to 
introduce an industrial model of food production and distribution in 
Yugoslavia, the U.S. Department of Commerce launched the Supermarket 
USA exhibit in 1957. Given that agriculture and food distribution were 
not yet industrialized—and that core supermarket technologies like 
refrigeration were not available in 1950s Yugoslavia—the initiative was 
doomed.30 The dependence on infrastructure also came into play when 
Norwegian intermediary actors promoted collective solutions, such as 
the freezer-locker plants, instead of the individual home freezer. In addi-
tion to rationing and import restrictions, electricity-supply problems 
and a lack of construction materials made it difficult to implement an 
American-style cold chain.

In some cases, the necessary infrastructure did exist in Europe, 
although it had been built for other purposes. The Swedish package-
tour industry exemplifies how infrastructure set up by the United States 
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during and after the Second World War was harnessed for new and 
distinctive European consumption regimes. In his contribution to this 
book, Thomas Kaiserfeld shows that the air-package tours set up for 
mass consumption in Sweden relied on American-built infrastructure. 
Specifically, Swedes could conceivably take off in American-built jetlin-
ers and, inspired by originally American advertising, find themselves 
flying to the Mediterranean—under NATO-ratified regulations negoti-
ated by civil and military aviation authorities. But, after all, infrastruc-
ture was only one of the prerequisites for a new consumption regime to 
be formed. Other factors proved as important to Swedish tour operators. 
For example, European labor laws, which included a minimum paid 
vacation, contributed mightily to crystallizing the package-tour regime.

In short, selective appropriation enabled Europeans to incorporate 
elements of U.S.-style modernity into their evolving new collective 
identities. At the same time, Europeans were not required to give up 
the products and processes that characterized their traditional  identities. 
For example, Norwegians could continue their traditional hunter-
gatherer regime of picking berries—with the help of freezers. Similarly, 
Italians could continue to prepare their traditional three-course meals—
with the help of process-oriented products like bouillon cubes and 
margarine. On the other hand, mass-produced frozen food, TV dinners, 
and ready-made soups signaled a radical break with social and cultural 
traditions and habits. But, few middle-class Europeans were actually 
willing or prepared to make this radical break. In the turbulent post-
war world, Europeans looked for technological solutions that would 
secure—not threaten—the social order. Traditional values and existing 
power relationships offered this security. The examples in this volume 
show that the appropriated technologies of consumption were tethered 
to—and reinforced by—existing norms rather than by new norms.
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1
Negotiating American Modernity 
in Twentieth-Century Europe
Mary Nolan

  Throughout the twentieth century, America presented itself to the 
world as the model of economic modernity. Europeans—from Britain 
to Russia, from Sweden to Italy—contended with America’s ideological 
claims and material goods. America represented stunning economic 
prowess (the Great Depression notwithstanding); pioneering models 
of capitalism (from Fordism to the IT economy to the most recent 
model, financialization); and innovative technology and managerial 
practices. For Europeans, this aroused both admiration and anxiety, 
often simultaneously. Initially, Europeans regarded the mass consump-
tion of cars, appliances, and televisions as economically impossible and 
culturally undesirable. But these commodities spread rapidly after the 
Second World War, first in Western Europe and later and more partially 
in the East. So, too, did computers, cell phones, and iPods later in the 
century. American mass culture—from Hollywood movies and TV pro-
grams to jazz, rock, and rap, as well as Coca-Cola and McDonald’s—was 
embraced by many Europeans, especially the young. Others in Europe 
condemned American mass culture as morally corrosive, politically 
 dangerous, and threatening to their national identity.

Europeans were contending with elements of the American con-
sumption regime, with Fordist mass production, and with ideologies 
of productivism and consumer choice. But did Europeans’ attraction 
to, aversion to, and appropriation of American elements create a rec-
ognizably Americanized Europe? And what, indeed, do we mean by 
that elusive term? Americanization refers to the adoption of American 
forms of production and consumption. It also refers to technology and 
techniques of management, political ideas, and social policies; high- 
and mass-cultural goods and institutions, gender roles, and leisure 
practices. Americanization encompasses how such borrowings were 
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selectively appropriated and negotiated—how they functioned and 
acquired particular meanings. Americanization was (and is), in turn, 
shaped by the images and discourses that present America as a—if not 
the—sterling example of economic, social, and cultural modernity. 
Americanization, whether real or imagined, anticipated or dreaded, 
was central to European–American relations in the twentieth century. 
It was what American business and government sought to export; it 
fostered concrete images and practices that Europeans used to debate 
modernity. Many narratives have analyzed the penetration of American 
capital, goods, ideas, and practices in Europe. Some of these narratives 
are celebratory, others critical of America; some posit an empire by 
 invitation while others emphasize cultural imperialism. But virtually 
all narratives assume the one-way movement of consumer technolo-
gies from west to east and measure Europe in terms of its proximity to 
American practices and values.1 This is one assumption that the authors 
of this volume seek to revise.

In fact, ideas, techniques, and products did not flow only from the 
United States to Europe—not even in the classic “American Century” 
from the 1940s to the mid-1970s, when American economic might and 
political influence were greatest. Europeans drew on both rich national 
traditions and shared European discourses when discussing economy, 
culture, design, and domesticity. America was neither the only refer-
ent nor always the most important, and European commodities and 
cultural goods moved around the continent along multiple east–west 
and north–south trajectories. Rather than either enthusiastically receiv-
ing or sullenly resisting American elements, the European stance was 
far more nuanced. Specifically, Europeans debated, negotiated with, 
and altered the economic and cultural forms and norms that the United 
States established—and often sought to impose.

This was a complex circulation of cultural norms, economic  models, 
goods, and people. The spread of these elements took place across national 
borders, the Atlantic, and the Iron Curtain. This created hybrid values, 
products, and processes rather than simply reproducing America in 
Western Europe and creating envy of it in Southern Europe and the com-
munist east. American economic and cultural influence was always partial 
and contested; Americanization and anti- Americanism  accompanied and 
constructed one another in ever-changing ways. Becoming modern—and 
European economies and ways of life became dramatically more modern 
after 1945—did not mean becoming Americanized. Various components 
of modern life—mass production; a Fordist consumption regime; mass 
culture; and commoditized, technology-based domesticity—emerged at 
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varied rates across Europe. But these components were shaped as much, if 
not more, by national traditions, distinctive economic conditions, politi-
cal systems, and emerging shared European values than by America. The 
United States offered inspiring visions of affluence but it was Europeans 
who constructed the specific forms of mass production and consump-
tion, the meanings assigned to them, and the contexts in which they 
were embedded. Different European countries developed hybrid models 
of modernity and ways of living over the twentieth century. And these 
models came to look more like one another than like the American 
model, which so many Americans regarded as superior and destined 
to triumph.

Americanization and alternative modernities can be studied through 
many products and processes, ranging from motorization and manage-
ment to mass media. Domestic consumption, to borrow Gary Cross’s 
term, or consumer domesticity—the label preferred by others—is my 
entry point in this chapter. It refers to both the household consumption 
of foods, appliances, radios, and televisions, which America pioneered, 
and to models of domesticity, with their underlying assumptions about 
family, gender, and sexuality.2 Architecture and housing policy will 
also be considered, for they significantly shaped the kinds of domestic 
 consumption that evolved in Europe and America.

Domestic consumption loomed large in the economic exchanges, 
cultural competition, and political conflicts between the United States 
and Europe from the early twentieth century. This was the time when 
modern, rationalized, appliance-filled homes emerged as a middle-class 
privilege in America; the pattern persisted through the post-Second 
World War household modernization and the kitchen debates. The 
single-family apartment or house—and the technologically modern 
kitchen—were seen as the creator, the experiential center, and the symbol 
of prosperous, efficient, hygienic, and commoditized living that would 
transform women, promote new forms of family life, and legitimate very 
different social orders. They were integral parts of the political project of 
social democratic, conservative, and communist states. Modernity found 
its everyday habitus in the home and domestic consumption.3

Yet modern homes, appliances, and design choices took distinc-
tive forms in Europe and America. European products, practices, and 
 ideologies drew on national traditions of architecture and design; on the 
input of national professional groups; on women’s associations; as well 
as on international influences. American influences were significant but 
not hegemonic. Domestic consumption was shaped by different social 
policy regimes and gender norms. In Western Europe, the production 
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and consumption of washing machines, refrigerators, electric stoves, 
vacuum cleaners, and TVs fueled economic growth while transforming 
family life, expectations, and identities. In the communist east, the pur-
suit of consumer domesticity proved a source of unending, intractable 
problems. Europe’s domestic consumption regimes, whether successful 
or failed, were not simply robust or pale imitations of America. In terms 
of the timing and scale of domestic consumption, the design choices, 
and the role of the state, European countries, both east and west, shared 
more with one another than with the United States.

Before the First World War: Domestic Consumption 
and Images of Modernity

Factories, skyscrapers, railroads, steamships, and automobiles symbolized 
modern production and ways of living before the First World War; the 
home was neither a key site nor an alluring symbol of modernity. Of 
equal importance, most Europeans did not regard American domesticity 
as worthy of emulation, even though they purchased American products, 
such as Singer sewing machines, Heinz ketchup, and Kodak cameras.4 
Anxious middle-class British observers feared that American products 
were invading everyday life. In 1902, Fred McKenzie lamented that:

The average citizen wakes in the morning at the sound of an American 
alarm clock; rises from his New England sheets, and shaves with his 
New York soap, and a Yankee safety razor. He pulls on a pair of Boston 
boots over his socks from West Carolina, fastens his Connecticut 
braces, slips his Waterbury watch into his pocket and sits down to 
breakfast. Then he congratulates his wife on the way her Illinois 
straight-front corset sets off her Massachusetts blouse, and begins 
his breakfast at which he eats bread made from prairie flour,...tinned 
oysters from Baltimore, and a little Kansas City bacon...The children 
are given Quaker Oats.5

Consumer durables were notably absent from his list. William Stead, 
who coined the phrase “Americanization of the world” at the turn of 
the century, worried more about American market competition and 
imperial aspirations than new models of domestic consumption.6 The 
Germans and the French were not troubled by similar concerns about 
American economic products and processes.

There were several reasons for this. Quantitatively and qualitatively, 
the gap between European and American consumption was not as great 
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before the First World War as it became thereafter. Industrialization, 
urbanization, rising real incomes, and expanded trade transformed 
consumption in similar ways on both sides of the Atlantic. Europeans 
and Americans purchased an increasing amount of food and cloth-
ing on the market, and people moved around by mechanized public 
transportation or bicycle. Working-class women prepared dinners on 
gas cookers, and they and their middle-class counterparts could choose 
from a growing array of canned goods. Tea, cocoa, and coffee; sugar 
and bananas; rubber and cotton; and a variety of tropical oils were 
widely consumed on both sides of the Atlantic. The sewing machine, 
used both for family needs and earning income, spread across America 
and Europe. Americans consumed more of many types of goods than 
did Europeans and certainly prided themselves unequivocally about so 
doing, yet the industrialized parts of Europe did not live in a radically 
different consumption regime.7

To be sure, Americans did excel at motorization. In 1913, Great 
Britain had 106,000 cars; France, 91,000; Germany, 61,000; and Italy, 
22,000. By contrast, the United States had 1,190,000 cars.8 Automobiles 
were a harbinger of the new form of American mass production that 
would catapult America far ahead of Europe after the First World War 
and put household consumer durables at the center of a new consumer 
economy. This new economy would encompass rural as well as urban 
households; all classes, but not all races, would participate.

Before 1914, however, class and geography exerted the strongest 
influence on consumption. Bourgeois consumption on both sides of 
the Atlantic bore many resemblances, for the middle classes traveled, 
read about other countries, and emulated the styles, cuisines, and 
furniture they encountered.9 Working-class consumption was very 
sensitive to income, but everywhere mixed a large dose of necessi-
ties with as much fashion and entertainment as possible. Everywhere 
men had more access to discretionary income and consumption pos-
sibilities than women. Rural areas, especially in Eastern and Southern 
Europe and the American South, were largely excluded from this new 
consumption regime, although sewing machines were purchased 
surprisingly widely.

Goods produced in America or sold by American firms were not 
necessarily coded as American. Mona Domosh notes that in Imperial 
Russia the Singer man on horseback, selling sewing machines and col-
lecting installment payments, was “a common, everyday sight,” and 
there were Singer shops in towns, large and small. Yet, “in many cases, 
the fact that the product was American—whatever that meant—was 
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not part of the conversation. Many of the machines were produced in 
Russia at Singer’s factory in Podolsk, just outside Moscow. Although 
decorated with the Singer logo, these machines were stamped with the 
Kompaniya Singer mark and were sold by Russian agents.” The agents, 
in turn, were supervised by Germans, Englishmen, or ethnic minorities 
from Russia.10 Even when goods were identified as American, they were 
often used in distinctive ways and carried different cultural meanings. 
American goods did not create homogeneous consumers and consumer 
cultures in Europe any more than they did at home.

Goods were sold in similar ways on both sides of the Atlantic. The late 
nineteenth century saw the development of department stores, with 
European ones modeling themselves on the pioneering Parisian Bon 
Marché rather than on those in New York or Boston. These “ cathedrals 
of consumption,” however, accounted for only a small proportion 
of sales. Mail-order sales were more popular. Sears and Roebuck was 
the largest and most famous catalogue company, but the French Bon 
Marché sent out 1.5 million catalogues in 1894 and even Moscow’s 
Muir and Mirrielees department store had a mail-order business. 
Although new forms of marketing garnered the most attention, the 
traditional small store, where goods were displayed behind the coun-
ter and  purchases negotiated with the owner or employee, continued 
to predominate. What Victoria de Grazia labeled the Fordist mode of 
distribution, with mass-produced and widely advertised goods sold in 
self-service stores, was emerging but not yet triumphant in America and 
scarcely present in Europe.11

European domestic consumption was not Americanized, although 
American domestic consumption was becoming globalized. In 1914, the 
United States exported $2.4 billion in goods, but imported $1.9 billion, 
and many of these imports reshaped everyday life. Women decorated 
their homes with orientalist motifs; immigrants brought their own 
foods with them; and cookbooks and women’s magazines introduced 
middle-class housewives to such exotic foods as Hungarian goulash, 
Spanish Olla Podrida, Dutch cheese, and “rice as the Chinese prepare 
it.” Through this new bourgeois “cosmopolitan domesticity,” American 
middle-class women imagined themselves as both integrally related to 
the European and global order, and as different from—and superior 
to—those from whom they borrowed.12

European visitors frequently remarked on the peculiarities of the 
modern American woman, who was seen as free, independent, and 
enjoying more opportunities for education and cultural influence than 
her European counterparts. Yet, she was also cold and inaccessible, 
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dominated her husband, and failed to educate her children properly. 
Interestingly, she was not intimately linked to consumption nor seen as 
a threat to European gender relations. That changed in the 1920s.

America’s Emerging Model: European Responses

The exigencies of the First World War and the postwar recovery sparked 
intense interest in restructuring the home and reforming housework. 
Home economics and efficiency were the watchwords in America; 
rationalization was the preferred term in Germany and elsewhere on the 
continent. At national and international congresses on housework, wom-
en’s organizations, politicians, and educators analyzed housework as a 
profession or vocation and the home as a business enterprise. Exhibits, 
lectures, and school courses taught women how better to perform 
household tasks and thereby stimulate the national economy and pro-
mote family stability and prosperity. American experts played a promi-
nent role in the new international discourse, for Christine Frederick’s 
pioneering book, The New Housekeeping, was immediately translated 
into several European languages, and many German women traveled to 
the United States.13

In the American model of consumerist domesticity, the housewife 
(always imagined as middle class) would move rationally through 
her functionally laid-out home, employing Taylorist techniques and 
hygienic practices. She was aided by appliances of all sorts—stoves, 
electric irons, vacuum cleaners, washing machines—and by such con-
veniences as store-bought canned goods. The powerful combination of 
efficiency and new household-centered consumption would free the 
American woman for educational, cultural, and leisure pursuits outside 
the home—although not necessarily in the labor force.14

Interwar Europeans neither imitated this version of consumerist 
domesticity nor looked to America as a political or aesthetic model for 
housing. The United States relied almost exclusively on the market to 
build homes, rejecting state subsidies and social housing, and prefer-
ring single-family units to apartment blocks. Neither approach suited 
postwar European conditions. Americans created modern skyscrapers 
and grain elevators; Europeans pioneered modern housing complexes. 
But how did they imagine domestic consumption?

Germans, who debated housing and housework with particular 
intensity, developed two alternative models of modern domesticity. 
Left-wing architects, such as Ernst May, Martin Wagner, and Bruno Taut, 
created functional housing complexes in order to engineer hygienic 
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living, eliminate kitsch, and promote both household and industrial 
rationalization. Appliances might appear in middle-class versions 
of modern homes, but Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky’s working-class 
Frankfurt kitchen—the most important model for modern mass hous-
ing in interwar Europe—had no refrigerator. Its austere functionalism 
was embodied in built-in cabinets; the ergonomic arrangement of sink, 
stove, and countertops; and the separation of the kitchen from other 
household activities, including eating. The Karl Marx Hof, a key symbol 
of Vienna’s municipal socialism, looked similar. Many workers viewed 
such housing as an assault on working-class traditions and sociability. 
Those more receptive could afford apartments in developments, such 
as Berlin’s Hufeisensiedlung, only if they were skilled and well paid.15

Most Germans adopted the more austere variant of domesticity pro-
moted by home economics experts, social democratic reformers, and 
conservative housewives organizations. This version of domesticity 
recognized that most women lived in old housing and lacked electric-
ity and decent incomes; they could only rationalize housework by 
Taylorizing their motions, minimally rearranging old furniture, and 
purchasing a few standardized utensils and dishes and perhaps a lino-
leum floor. To be sure, spurred by American success, firms like Siemens 
produced electric irons, vacuum cleaners, hot plates, and refrigerators, 
and advertised their merits widely. As many acknowledged, however, 
such appliances were far too expensive for defeated Germany. The inter-
war Dutch agreed that household technology did not fit a “regime of 
restricted consumption.” Some who had electricity and could afford the 
new technology dismissed appliances like vacuum cleaners as unneces-
sary, for the efficient household would not accumulate dust. German 
home economists and women’s organizations criticized store-bought 
canned goods as a bad American invention. As an alternative, women 
were encouraged to preserve their own vegetables and jams, store their 
own apples and potatoes, and eat only national foods rather than 
“southern fruits” and other foreign products.16 

Germans opposed American domestic consumption on both eco-
nomic and cultural grounds. Business circles and right-wing politicians 
rejected a high-wage, mass-production strategy that could have made 
appliances affordable; the political Left, which favored it, did not imag-
ine household technology as the goal of Fordism. (Exactly what was to 
be produced and consumed in their vision of mass production was less 
than clear.) Many Germans associated mass consumption with homo-
geneity, inferior quality, and crass materialism that threatened both 
German “quality work” and Kultur.17
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In America, women came to be defined as the quintessential con-
sumer, whether represented as the daring but dangerous “consuming 
woman” of automobile and cosmetic ads or the more benign “Mrs. 
Consumer” to whom marketers of all sorts appealed. German visitors 
argued that the modern American home, filled with appliances and 
prepared foods, was the prerequisite for the American New Woman, 
who destabilized traditional gender relations and lacked the proper 
domestic and maternal spirit. By borrowing elements of the American 
economic model, such as Taylorism and rational layouts, but not con-
sumer durables, Germans hoped to avoid the most threatening aspects 
of Americanism.18

Little changed in the 1930s. The Nazis’ nationalized variant of mass 
culture did not seek to satisfy individual needs, as the American model 
did; rather, it sought to incorporate the individual into a racialized, 
hierarchical collective. Hitler was fascinated by Henry Ford and mass 
motorization, but despite the prevalence of the “people’s radio” and 
the promise of the “Strength-Through-Joy (Kraft durch Freude) Car” (later 
renamed the Volkswagen), Americanized mass consumption remained a 
hope, to be realized only in racialized forms after Germany’s anticipated 
military victory. Whether consumerist domesticity would have been 
part of that remains unclear. Nazi women’s organizations endorsed the 
efficient, but non-mechanized, home, presided over by a non-working 
housewife/mother, who purchased national foods and rationalized 
domestic practices. To it they added racism, pro-natalism, and mother-
hood education, but not consumerism. Insofar as new goods flowed 
into German homes in the Third Reich, they came primarily from plun-
dering the property of the deported and exterminated Jews of Europe.19

The Soviet Union was no more open to domestic consumption. 
Although “mass culture generally had a positive meaning in both the 
United States and the Soviet Union that it lacked in the ethnically 
 constructed imaginaries of Western European nations,”20 mass con-
sumption proved more problematic. In the 1930s, Stalin asserted the 
need for more cultured consumption. Accordingly, the Soviets produced 
canned foods, sausages, and chocolate, along with a few luxury items 
like perfume and champagne. They also manufactured some consumer 
durables, such as bicycles and gramophones. But the state prioritized 
heavy industry, and the earlier promise of collectivized household 
 services had not completely faded. When Schütte-Lihotzky worked in 
the Soviet Union in the early 1930s, she did not design any modern 
kitchens: in the superblocks intended for cities like the new iron and 
steel center Magnitogorsk, all services were to be communal.21
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Alternative European Models in the American Century

After the Second World War, European and American housing, con-
sumption regimes, and conceptions of domesticity changed dramati-
cally. Initially, America had the world’s largest economy;  produced 
and purchased the vast majority of the world’s consumer durables; 
and exported its products, people, and prescriptions for living across 
Western Europe. As American politicians and pundits proudly pro-
claimed the American Century, they promised Europeans, “You can be 
like us.” When Europeans embarked on recovery and modernization, 
however, they not only borrowed from the United States, but also drew 
on their own products, practices, and traditions—and on new post-
war social commitments. By the 1970s, Western Europeans achieved 
levels of prosperity comparable to those in the United States, but nei-
ther their homes nor their domestic consumption regimes replicated 
America’s. And Eastern Europeans looked more to Western Europe than 
to the United States as they sought to build an alternative socialist 
modernity.22

Consider housing, the site of new forms of domestic consumption. 
The United States endorsed international modernism, especially the 
glass-wall skyscraper, as the architecture of freedom, but it did not 
advocate high-rise apartments. Rather, Marshall Plan officials and 
the United States Information Agency (USIA) promoted single-family 
homes like those in suburban Levittown. Western European office and 
government architecture balanced American influences and national 
traditions and concerns. But housing in Western Europe was less sus-
ceptible to American influences, for national and European models 
carried more weight; funding and ownership patterns differed; and 
suburbanization was limited. To be sure, Europeans flocked to the 1949 
How America Lives exhibit in Stuttgart, the 1950 America at Home exhibit 
in West Berlin, and numerous smaller trade shows across Europe that 
had products, model homes, and even American actors performing “the 
American way of life.” Many European architects visited Levittown, but 
the response of French ones was typical. The French admired American 
rationalization, standardization, and streamlined management systems; 
they adopted many of these processes—but did not build the iconic, 
postwar American wood-frame suburban tract houses.23

The French Ministry of Reconstruction and Urbanism, which was 
committed to building nearly a quarter of a million housing units per 
year, looked to mass production and prefabrication, and designed simi-
lar housing for the working and middle classes. Its first experimental 
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project at Noisy-le-See in Paris contained models from Britain, Canada, 
France, Finland, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States. The func-
tionally designed interiors drew more on interwar French and German 
influences than on American ones. Although some single-family homes 
were built, grand ensembles—vast apartment blocks with 800 to 3,500 
units—were preferred. Le Corbusier’s Unite d’Habitation in Marseilles 
had extensive communal facilities as well. Like many Frenchmen, he 
regarded suburbs as “[t]he Great American Waste.”24

Postwar British planners criticized American housing as chaotic and 
sprawling, preferring denser new towns and housing projects. The 
1951 Festival of Britain built modern housing in London’s bombed-out 
East End that looked to the models displayed at the 1930 Stockholm 
Exhibition. Likewise, postwar reconstruction in Warsaw, Belgrade, and 
Sweden drew more on interwar models than on postwar American ones. 
In the Netherlands, which received the most Marshall Plan aid per 
capita, new housing adapted Dutch and European traditions of austere 
modernism. The much-praised Lijnbaan in Rotterdam reflected Dutch 
modernism; pioneered Europe’s first pedestrian zone; and combined 
housing density with mixed-use zoning in distinctively European ways. 
West German conservatives criticized American homes as too high-tech 
and expensive. When single-family homes were built, their layout and 
appearance remained traditional.25

After Stalin’s death in 1953, the Soviets turned away from socialist 
realism and superfluous ornamentation. Instead, they adopted stand-
ardized construction techniques to meet the acute housing shortage. 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev sent study trips to Scandinavia and West 
Germany and made the single-family apartment with its own kitchen 
the goal. Between 1956 and 1970, 34 million housing units were built, 
and more than half of the population moved into these dwellings. 
In the mid-1950s, the khrushcheby, squat five-story brick apartment 
buildings with plain facades and functionally designed interiors pre-
dominated. Thereafter, larger prefabricated buildings with modern, 
standardized, interiors were favored. Across Eastern Europe, govern-
ments followed suit, building thousands of prefab apartment blocks 
that looked like their counterparts in Western and Northern Europe and 
employed American methods of industrial-housing construction much 
more fully than America itself.26

The millions of homes built across postwar Europe differed not 
merely in style and location but also in ownership, funding, and peda-
gogical intent. In most European countries, renting was the norm, and 
American efforts to promote ownership, such as in the Ruhr, met with 
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opposition.27 Belgium did have high rates of private ownership, but 
little else about homes resembled American ones. State-funded social 
housing was the dominant form in postwar Europe, due to both the 
severity of the housing crisis and to the social democratic commitments 
of governments in countries such as Britain, France, the Netherlands, 
and Sweden. In the Soviet Union, individuals and cooperatives did 
much of the construction in the 1950s but then the state took over. 
Across Europe, housing was defined as a social right, and broad  sectors 
of the population benefitted from publicly subsidized apartments. 
In the United States, housing was thoroughly commodified, and only 
the poor lived in public housing.

The massive, European modernist housing programs aimed to trans-
form inhabitants as well as to improve material conditions. Soviet 
politicians, planners, and architects hoped that living in a functional 
apartment with modern furniture and no clutter would improve every-
day practices and wean people from the petty bourgeois attitudes that 
the high-Stalinist preference for overstuffed furniture and lampshades 
with fringe ostensibly promoted. British architects and urbanists 
embraced a social democratic vision of rational, productive living and 
leisure in modern, functional apartments. French planners wanted 
to rationalize everyday life and to discipline consumption so as to 
encourage families to have more children. In Germany, new housing 
was to foster rational and restrained consumption, vital to national 
recovery.28 Everywhere architects, designers, and government planners 
condescendingly dismissed the tastes of the intended inhabitants. The 
discourse surrounding American homes, in contrast, emphasized afflu-
ence as well as rising expectations and desires. Homes were sites of 
individual choice and mobility—not places of pedagogical projects and 
societal transformation.

The European focus on housing had practical, political, and ideological 
roots. It was a response to not only wartime devastation but to the failure 
to build homes in the crisis-ridden interwar years. In early postwar West 
Germany, 2.3 million dwellings were destroyed or uninhabitable. Across 
Europe, many homes lacked basic amenities; in France, for example, 
75 percent of homes lacked running water.29 Housing was central to a 
broad political commitment to break with interwar poverty and insecu-
rity by vastly expanding social programs. In America, private housing 
was viewed as a key engine of private production and consumption.

Across Europe and in the United States, there was a postwar retreat 
into the home and away from problematic national pasts and threaten-
ing, postwar presents. For example, Americans sought solace from Cold 
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War anxieties by pursuing domestic as well as international contain-
ment; West Germans wanted to escape from the material and emotional 
damage of Nazism; and East Germans and Soviets tried to bolster their 
legitimacy and compete economically against the West. Common to 
all efforts to build new homes and valorize domesticity was a desire to 
stabilize families and normalize traditional domestic gender relations—
whether or not women were in the workforce.30

This diversity of motives converged on a similar form—apartments 
or houses occupied by a single, usually small, nuclear family. A central 
element was the small working kitchen, which might be sealed off from 
the adjacent dining area or might include—or open out to—it. (This 
was a highly contentious issue, with architects preferring the former 
and most inhabitants the latter.) A family-centered living room was to 
be used on a daily basis rather than being reserved for special occasions 
and guests, and parents and children had their own bedrooms.31 The 
clear separation of functions within was paralleled by a sharp division 
between the private home and the public street. What made these 
dwellings modern was not the rational layout alone; it was the infra-
structure and accouterments—plumbing; electricity; central heating; 
modern furniture; and, most important, consumer durables.

American government and business imagined the modern kitchen as a 
distinctly American invention, embodying the essence of what the USIA 
called “People’s Capitalism”: choice, abundance, and free enterprise. 
They promoted this heavily commodified domesticity in home exhib-
its; through the Caravan of Modern Food Service, a model supermar ket 
that toured Western Europe; and in lavish displays of ultra-modern, 
appliance-filled kitchens at the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair as well as in 
Moscow a year later. They predicted that Western Europe would adopt 
what West German critics called the American “Fat Kitchen.”32

Both assumptions represented misleading simplifications of complex 
processes of transatlantic exchange and negotiated appropriation. The 
American modern kitchen, like modern architecture, was only partially 
American, for U.S. architects drew on interwar modernist traditions 
that were Dutch, French, and German. Many postwar Europeans found 
it easier to acknowledge European influences coded as American than 
to recognize the German roots of so much domestic modernism, but 
the design traditions of other European countries remained usable. 
Dutch, French, and Finnish postwar architects and planners certainly 
knew about American kitchens, but many found them too affluent 
and style-conscious for European conditions. National design councils 
in every European country sought to develop recognizably modern 
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but distinctively national domestic cultures. Women’s organizations 
in Belgium and the Netherlands judged America’s large, gadget-filled 
kitchens to be excessive, even decadent, preferring more austere forms 
of modernism. A 1944 poll of British women’s organizations revealed 
modest desires for postwar kitchens: a rational layout and built-in 
cabinets; a stove and hot running water; a refrigerator that would sup-
plement the traditional larder, not replace it; and a good copper pot 
for clothes washing with a wringer rather than a washing machine. 
Similarly, West German women were urged to acquire new consumer 
durables but in a cautious manner that would not endanger family 
finances.33

Americans claimed that average workers enjoyed the modern ameni-
ties displayed in the exhibits and movies seen across Europe. While 
this ignored rural poverty and poverty among Blacks, Americans did 
consume three-quarters of the world’s appliances in the early 1950s. 
No European country had anything comparable to the commoditized 
prosperity enjoyed by White Americans of all classes. Consumerist 
domesticity was realized at uneven rates across Europe, arriving first as 
image and promise. In the mid-1950s, electric stoves and vacuum clean-
ers were ceasing to be luxury items in West Germany and many families 
purchased new furniture, although only one in twenty West German 
households had a refrigerator. In contrast, half of all households in the 
United States and in Switzerland had refrigerators. By 1963, nearly two-
thirds of Belgian and Dutch households had washing machines, while 
nearly half of British and Swiss households and roughly one-third of 
Austrian, French, and West German ones did. Only 8 percent of Italian 
households had one, illustrating the delayed onset of consumer culture 
in Southern Europe. The Dutch had the highest percentage of vacuum 
cleaners, exceeding the 79 percent U.S. level, while Britain and West 
Germany came close to it. West Germany led in refrigerators, with 
58 percent of households owning one. While only one-third of West 
German households had a phone by decade’s end, over 60 percent had 
a washing machine and nearly three-quarters owned a television.34 
The spread of kitchen appliances, TVs, and cars in new housing with 
indoor plumbing and central heating meant that “for the first time in 
history, ease and comfort were now within the reach of most people 
in [Western] Europe.”35

The purchase of new consumer durables marked a familization rather 
than an individualization of consumption. The purpose of household 
technology was not only to lighten women’s workload, but to create 
a healthier, happier, and more modern life for the rest of the family. 
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Consumer durables were to be used by the family, within the home. 
The iconic image was of the family gathered around the TV in a living 
room with modern, functional furniture, the husband/father relaxing, 
surrounded by his children while the wife/mother prepared food with 
her modern appliances. The kitchen was indisputably women’s domain, 
but the home became increasingly that of husbands and children as 
well, for there was a new emphasis on the family-centered consumption 
of leisure. Everyday life became privatized to an unprecedented degree.

Although America offered an inspiring image of prosperity, Western 
Europeans did not emulate its large, gadget-filled kitchens. They instead 
developed hybrid forms of domestic modernity that differed visibly 
from the American model. Initially, Europeans had less stuff in their 
homes; kept what they had longer; and moved less frequently. This was 
by necessity, and, later, by choice. The French grand ensembles of the 
late 1950s, for example, had heating, indoor plumbing, and electricity; 
they did not, however, come equipped with appliances, which had to 
be acquired over time. Every apartment in London’s upper-middle-class 
Barbican housing development of the 1960s had the same small, pre-
fabricated, functional kitchen, with basic appliances and few electrical 
outlets. The kitchen was not an arena for displaying and constantly 
updating affluence.36 Spacious American kitchens with large, often-
streamlined appliances required suburbs and cars; the former came only 
partially to Europe, the latter belatedly.

As household technology spread in Europe, appliances did not become 
larger and more energy consuming. Notably, Europeans refrained from 
buying two items that were increasingly popular in American homes: 
air conditioners and clothes dryers. The American “high-energy 
home,” which paid little attention to climate and conservation, had no 
European counterpart.37 The obsessive, never-satisfied, wasteful nature 
of American consumerist domesticity, criticized so strongly by John 
Kenneth Galbraith, Betty Friedan, and Vance Packard, did not cross the 
Atlantic. Europeans preferred a more austere modernism, emphasizing 
functionality, rationality, ergonomics, and basic yet durable appliances. 
This was in contrast to the American emphasis on technological abun-
dance, space, and constant change. The reasons were economic and 
political as well as cultural. European incomes were lower, taxes higher, 
credit purchasing limited, and the division between private and public 
spending very different.

Marketing differed as well. Although European self-service stores 
multiplied, American-style supermarkets spread more slowly. In 1971, 
Americans spent 70 percent of their food money in supermarkets, while 
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the French spent only 32 percent; Germans, 14 percent; and Italians a 
meager 2 percent. American firms opened supermarkets in Belgium and 
Italy, but Germans built their own. The U.S. Department of Commerce 
and the National Association of Food Chains built an American-style 
supermarket in Zagreb, but Yugoslav agriculture was not equipped to 
produce standardized goods to stock it. Subsequent Yugoslav imita-
tions were small and combined self-service and more-personal forms 
of  retailing.38 Although print advertising was influenced by American 
methods, American-style TV ads found no place on Europe’s state-owned, 
highly regulated networks. In short, substantial elements of the bour-
geois consumption regime persisted in Europe. Emphasized there were 
quality, durability, and personal interactions between buyers and sellers.

Women in Europe, as in America, were assigned a key role in domes-
tic consumption, whether or not they in fact made major purchas-
ing decisions. Women’s magazines and advertising conveyed detailed 
information about specific appliances and purveyed broad definitions 
of modernity and women’s place in it. These media depicted “a way of 
life characterized by comfort, hygiene, time-saving, and a both practical 
and charming way of tackling everyday tasks,” to quote one Swedish ad. 
The housewife took her responsibilities seriously, but she was equally 
dedicated to making her work—and thus her family’s life—easier by a 
judicious choice of products. With the right technology, another Swedish 
ad for refrigerators promised, “you will be able to take care of house-
hold tasks as easily and elegantly as the American wife.” Frequently, the 
modern housewife, easily recognizable by her youth, fashionable cloth-
ing, modish haircut, and excessive cheerfulness, was contrasted with 
the shabbily dressed and harried interwar housewife. Whether depicted 
alone in her modern home, with women friends, showing off her whiter-
than-white laundry, or with the male expert or helpful husband, the 
modern housewife was relentlessly optimistic and proud of her domestic 
accomplishments. She embodied a carefree modernity, one in which 
technology was benign and progressive.39

But did image reflect reality? Did women buy into this new version 
of domesticity? Elaine Tyler May suggests that white, middle-class, 
American women found the new gender traditionalism of the commod-
ified home appealing; even if it failed to satisfy them as promised, few 
regretted their life choices or imagined alternatives. In Western Europe, 
the image of the stay-at-home wife and mother, which, to be sure, did 
not reflect the varied conditions found in the United States, was much 
less threatening than the 1920s New Woman had been. But from eco-
nomic necessity, political ideology, or cultural preference, she was not 
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wholeheartedly imitated. In Britain and West Germany, the legal and 
social pressures on women to stay home were enormous and the social 
policy supports for alternative choices meager. On the contrary, in 
France and Sweden, women were encouraged to work. The possibility of 
actually being a consuming modern housewife arrived only slowly, and, 
even today, European women do not seem to have embraced the new 
domesticity with the same genuine or desperate enthusiasm Americans 
did. For example, German ads historically encouraged consumption but 
equally emphasized women’s duties to husbands and children and to 
family stabilization and national economic recovery. The modern West 
German housewife was never as carefree as her American counterpart.40

By the 1970s, Western European domestic consumption certainly 
resembled that in America in relation to the types of goods purchased; 
the mechanisms by which they were marketed; and the images of 
rational, carefree modernity that proliferated. But similar products and 
processes took on distinctive characteristics in different national set-
tings, and Europeans came to associate their new kitchens and homes 
with national or other European models more than with American 
ones. One can trace this appropriation and nationalization through 
several West German publications. In 1951, the Rationalization 
Curatorium for the German Economy (Rationalisierungs-Kuratorium 
der Deutschen Wirtschaft or RKW) published Housewife, Make Your 
Housework Easy! (Hausfrau: mach dir die Arbeit leicht!). This pamphlet, 
a virtual reprint of the 1920s publication with a similar title, told 
housewives how to arrange kitchens ergonomically and Taylorize their 
movements, but never mentioned appliances. The German home bore 
no resemblance to the widely exhibited American models. A pamphlet 
on household rationalization, published the same year, lauded the 
promise of electrification and household technology, but noted that 
only 4 percent of West Germans could afford a refrigerator. Five years 
later, the RKW’s publication on washing clothes at home discussed 
both machine washing and hand washing, suggesting the growing 
presence of the former.41

In 1958, Constanze-Verlag published The Ideal Household, a 200-page 
compendium of ads and articles advising how to purchase the appro-
priate stove, refrigerator, washing machine, and vacuum cleaner for 
one’s particular household. By this time, household technology was no 
longer viewed as a luxury but as something both desirable and afford-
able for people at many different income levels. It promised to lighten 
women’s work and help them be “healthy, well groomed, and in a good 
mood” so that they could make their well-run home “a quiet island in 
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our tumultuous times.” America was not the only model cited; a com-
parison of efficient kitchen-floor plans, for example, discussed both U.S. 
and Swedish layouts. The vast majority of ads featured a wide array of 
German appliances, cabinets, furniture, and flooring made by firms like 
Bosch, Siemens, AEG, and smaller furniture manufacturers. Frigidaire 
was among the few American companies represented.42

These publications suggest that household technology, once the pre-
serve of privileged America, moved rapidly into depictions of the mod-
ern German home, while losing its explicit association with the United 
States. Similarly, hybrid forms of domestic consumption developed 
in other European countries, as the Germans and the Dutch exported 
appliances to Western Europe; Scandinavian design circulated widely; 
and Italian low-cost refrigerators were sold all over Western Europe (and 
in limited quantities in the East). Even in Sweden, “labeled the most 
Americanized nation in Europe...visiting Americans found that the 
American styles, goods and rituals mostly had been Swedified beyond 
recognition.” The use of appliances, the preferred color schemes of homes, 
the shape of brooms, even the smell of multinational disinfectant—
in short, everyday modernity—were at once American, European, and 
profoundly, if often elusively, national.43

Socialist Consumer Modernity

Communist Eastern Europe, usually presented as the antithesis of 
capitalism, developed forms of domestic consumption bearing a fam-
ily resemblance to those in Western Europe. In an attempt to catch 
up and overtake the United States, Khrushchev called for single-family 
apartments to have plumbing, electricity, and a modern kitchen with 
a stove and a refrigerator. Households were also to have TVs but not 
cars. Khrushchev and his successors both feared that such domestic 
consumption would inculcate petty bourgeois attitudes and hoped that 
a modern, rationalized home, replete with appliances, would introduce 
women to the “technological scientific revolution” and make them 
model Soviet citizens. The 1959 Moscow kitchen debate between Nixon 
and Khrushchev, held in front of a canary-yellow, General Electric-
made, all-electric kitchen, showed that the Cold War rivals agreed that 
the modern home was a measure of civilization. Soviet officials and 
some visitors, however, criticized the American model of affluence 
and planned obsolescence, favoring instead kitchens that were lean, 
less gadget-filled, and similar to those in Western Europe. The ultimate 
winner of the kitchen debate may well have been Sweden, widely 



American Modernity in Twentieth-Century Europe 35

admired on both sides of the Iron Curtain, or either the Netherlands or 
Germany—and not Nixon, as Americans widely assume.44

The minimalist Soviet interiors resembled the Nordic modernism 
popular in Western Europe. In 1957, the yearbook of the Great Soviet 
Encyclopedia displayed model interiors for prefabricated apartment 
blocks that “would hardly have looked out of place in household 
magazines in the West at the time,” even though affinities with Western 
modernism were not explicitly discussed.45 Most Soviets assumed the 
new style was indigenous, while those in the design community looked 
for inspiration to the Baltic States, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, 
Poland, not America. Other Eastern bloc modernists were influenced 
by Scandinavian design and West Germany’s Ulm Institute for Design, 
just as Western Europeans were. Europeans across the continent used 
plastic, “a modern material par excellence,” for furniture and dishware, 
but in the West, the market controlled production, while in the East, 
the Soviets sent oil to East Germany, which supplied the entire bloc 
with plastic goods.46

Members of the German Communist Party turned toward domes-
tic consumption more grudgingly, for they viewed production as the 
privileged site of social transformation. Nonetheless, the 1953 uprising; 
constant pressure from women trying to negotiate the double burden 
of waged work and housework; and, above all, competition with West 
Germany forced the regime to turn attention to consumer durables 
as well as “the 1000 little things” from sewing needles to shoelaces 
that were essential to everyday life. East Germany looked abroad to 
Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Sweden, the United States, and the Soviet 
Union for model household goods, which slowly entered East German 
homes. In 1960, only 6 percent of homes had washers and refrigerators, 
but by 1970, over half did and two-thirds had TVs; thereafter, domestic 
consumption rose steadily.47 Under communism as under capitalism, 
household technology would help women master modern domesticity 
and fulfill other economic and social functions without disrupting the 
traditional domestic division of labor.

East German consumer domesticity shared much with that of 
Western Europe. East Germany drew on both prewar German traditions 
and contemporary Swedish and West German examples, given that 
their functional designs, smaller appliances, and more modest con-
sumption regimes proved closer to what was economically possible and 
politically desirable than more distant American models. East Germany 
assumed that the consuming housewife would also be a woman worker. 
In the provision of public housing, childcare, and social services, East 
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Germany and other socialist states looked more like Northern Europe or 
France than the United States.

East Germany also tried to develop an alternative consumer culture that 
would distribute goods more equitably; to find non-market mechanisms 
to regulate supply and demand; and to allocate public and private spend-
ing differently.48 The very longevity of this socialist, modern experiment 
suggests that these efforts met with some success. Yet, in three crucial ways, 
the experiment failed. First, the state remained suspicious of the poten-
tially subversive consequences of private consumption; consequently, the 
state sought to teach people what they should want and combined the 
provision of more goods with more surveillance by the Stasi.49 Second, 
East Germany, like other socialist states, failed to develop an alternative 
to the individual family, surrounded by the commodified accouterments 
of modern life—ovens and refrigerators, electric mixers and vacuum 
cleaners, washing machines and dishwashers, Tupperware and TVs. 
Gone were earlier visions of radically transforming gender, sexuality, and 
domesticity. East as well as West, the basic unit remained the consumer-
ist domestic space with the modern woman as consuming housewife, 
responsible for all domestic labor. The ideologically promiscuous modern 
kitchen could be instrumentalized by communist, Christian democratic, 
social democratic, and liberal regimes. But domestic consumption, which 
brought prosperity to Western capitalist economies, contributed signifi-
cantly to the failure of socialist ones. Unable to produce enough goods, 
East Germany borrowed heavily to import them. It stimulated consum-
erist desires that it could not satisfy and thereby undermined its own 
legitimacy. This was “the revenge of the domestic.”50

Domestic Consumption, Social Policy, 
and Consumer Citizenship

Europeans and Americans experienced everyday life differently not only 
because of what was in kitchens and homes, but also because of the socio-
political context in which they were embedded. Americans prioritized 
the individual, the private, and the market. They created a “consumers’ 
republic” in which family-centered mass consumption and consumer 
choice were expected to produce optimal economic outcomes and 
individual happiness—and legitimize the state.51 By comparison, across 
Europe public authorities built more homes and provided  extensive 
and inclusive social programs. There were more public goods and de-
commodified services, and the modern home and family were less 
 isolated from the public sphere.
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The relationship of consumption and citizenship varied. Collective 
movements to regulate the production of consumer goods emerged on 
both sides of the Atlantic in the first decades of the twentieth century. 
After the Second World War, however, Americans defined consumer 
citizenship as the individual’s exercise of free choice in the market. 
This conflicted with European conceptions of social citizenship, exist-
ing class hierarchies, and more ideological political parties. In East 
Germany, France, and Sweden, for example, the state provided exten-
sive childcare and generous maternity benefits. Across Europe, health 
care was a right, not a commodity. 52 “The European citizen-consumers...
were hybrids...for they turned uneasily between state and market, 
between the security promised by the European welfare state and the 
freedoms promised by American consumer culture.”53

These differences increased when the United States embraced neo- 
liberalism in the wake of the collapse of Bretton Woods, the oil shocks, 
and the crises of Fordism and Keynesianism. After 1945, America stood 
for an appealing mixture of Fordist economic prowess and Keynesianism; 
New Deal social policies, international law, and multilateralism. Since 
the 1980s, America has represented a more problematic mixture of 
 market fundamentalism, unilateralism, and extreme individualism. In 
the last decades of the twentieth century, mass consumption and the 
modern kitchen have continued to transform everyday European life. 
As Spain, Greece, and Portugal joined the European Community and 
intra-European circuits of exchange, these countries’ domestic con-
sumption regimes came to resemble those in Northern and Western 
Europe. In the American South, by contrast, sunbelt capitalism not only 
promoted suburban sprawl, fat kitchens, large houses, and over-the-top 
consumerism—it also pioneered neo-liberalism. While most European 
nations have liberalized finance and trade, they have neither aban-
doned their social programs nor embraced hyper-consumption. Those 
that did—Britain from the 1980s on, Russia in the 1990s, and Iceland 
after 2000, for example—met with mixed results at best, catastrophic 
ones at worst.

The influence of the American model of consumer capitalism, 
always more limited than imagined, diminished well before the 2008 
global economic crisis, one distinctly “Made in America.” In the wake 
of the global economic crisis, what is the likely future of domestic 
consumption? Consumer domesticity in hybrid forms has outlived 
the crisis and demise of Fordist mass production in the United States 
and its weakening in Europe. But whereas the manufacturing of most 
goods—all the traditional ones, plus computers, mobile phones, and 
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entertainment-related electronics—that go into American domestic 
consumption has been outsourced, mainly to China, more manufactur-
ing remains in Europe. The de-linking of production and consumption 
structurally weakened the U.S. economy. The 2008 crisis discredited the 
American model of financialization with its subprime loans, byzantine 
financial instruments, and extraordinary leveraging, and called into 
question the feasibility of the ever-expanding domestic consumption 
via unprecedented individual and national indebtedness. But no clear 
alternative has emerged.

Domestic consumption on an American scale has created enormous 
ecological problems in the United States as well as in poorer countries 
that consume much less but suffer the consequences of producing 
for America and Europe. While Western Europe is attentive to envi-
ronmental issues related to consumption, much of Eastern Europe is 
not. Socially, the American neo-liberal model has created pronounced 
inequality. After the Second World War, America offered a vision of pros-
perity and increased equality, built on greater productivity, new homes, 
and a new consumption regime. Now, America stands for greater income 
inequality, reduced social protection, and poorer health. European 
nations have developed alternative models of capitalism and domestic 
consumption that show how to live as well as, or even better than, the 
average American with less income and higher taxes, but better ben-
efits, higher-quality goods, and practices that are more environmentally 
sustainable.54 If the nineteenth century was British and the twentieth 
American, perhaps the twenty-first will be European and Chinese?
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Americanization as Creolized 
Imaginary: The Statue of Liberty 
During the Cold War
David Nye

In 1991 and 1992, a team of six scholars spent a year together at the 
Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study, researching the phenomenon 
known in the lingua franca as “Americanization.” The project, which 
focused on Europe, was the brainchild of historian Rob Kroes, and the 
result was several individual books and six volumes of essays.1 One of 
these, American Photographs in Europe, is a collection of essays (edited 
by myself and Mick Gidley) that focuses on the transatlantic move-
ment of images during the twentieth century.2 This chapter reconsiders 
this theme. Notably, the scholarly vocabulary has changed since the 
1990s: while the term “Americanization” endures, it continues to be 
redefined, expanded, and contested. This chapter recasts the concept 
of Americanization as creolization. This is a process in which senders 
and receivers of cultural messages continually reposition and reinterpret 
cultural icons to suit their needs. The term “creolization” references how 
American images were changed and adapted, tinkered with and selec-
tively appropriated—in Europe and elsewhere. This chapter examines 
this often playful reconception of American images outside the United 
States during the Cold War period and the forms of creolization these 
images represent. To exemplify this process, the Statue of Liberty provides 
a case study of an American icon that acquired many new meanings.

Centrality of the Image in the Twentieth Century

The Cold War coincided with the period when images per se had 
achieved a central place in international communication systems; until 
roughly 1920, communication systems were based on the printed word. 
During the Cold War, Americans built on a photographic presence they 
achieved before 1945. By around 1960, American photography had 
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achieved a dominant position for a variety of interlinked reasons. Most 
obviously, corporations based in the United States owned two of the 
largest press agencies, United Press International and the Associated 
Press. They hired many photographers to cover what they deemed sig-
nificant events and then selected and distributed the resulting images 
worldwide. Even when the photographers themselves were Europeans, 
American editors chose what stories to cover and which images to use. 
Early in the Cold War, a good many American photographers achieved 
international recognition. In Europe, these photographers’ work was 
often first seen in issues of Fortune, Look, or Life Magazine. Indeed, the 
American newspaper and magazine press in general had embraced 
photography more than Europeans, providing many men and women 
with careers. These included Edward Steichen, Margaret Bourke White, 
Gordon Parks, John Vachon, and Eugene Smith. At the end of the 
Second World War, there was a powerful press apparatus to broadcast 
the work of American image makers to the rest of the world, at a time 
when the European press was struggling to recover from the war.

Just as important, American museums began to treat photography as 
an art form earlier than their counterparts in most other nations. Even 
leading European photographers often saw their work featured in major 
New York exhibitions before that was possible in Paris or Berlin. For 
example, the first major retrospective of Henri Cartier-Bresson’s work 
was held at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1947. The early 
involvement of museums also meant that American curators had an 
expertise that the United States Information Agency (USIA) appreciated. 
When Edward Steichen put together the Family of Man exhibit in 1955 
to celebrate the first quarter century of MoMA, the power and popular-
ity of the exhibit led the USIA to adopt it for worldwide distribution. 
Five traveling sets of the 503 Family of Man images were sent on the 
road, where more than 9 million people saw the show over a period of 
seven years.3 In addition, the book version of The Family of Man was 
translated into many languages and sold more than 4 million copies. 
When the show reached Hamburg, for example, 43,308 people visited 
in one month, making it the most popular event the USIA had staged 
there in many years. In Amsterdam, more than 100,000 people came to 
see it, including the queen. 

In many nations, that exhibit decisively shifted the orientation of 
the photographic community toward the United States, which sud-
denly emerged as a leader in photography. In both the Netherlands and 
Denmark, for example, the leading amateur photographic magazines 
scarcely contained any images from the United States before The Family 
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of Man exhibit, but frequently showcased American work afterward.4 
Reinforcing the interest created by the exhibition were advertisements 
for the latest in Kodak photographic papers and films which, during 
the 1950s, were available in most parts of the world. One measure of 
the powerful appeal of American images is that the semiotician Roland 
Barthes referred to them frequently in his writings. A surprising number 
of the images in Barthes’ Mythologies were American, and of twenty-five 
images reproduced in Camera Lucida, twelve were American, includ-
ing some from the nineteenth century. The American photographers 
whom Barthes discusses had become canonical in Europe, including 
Alexander Gardner, Alfred Stieglitz, Lewis Hine, Richard Avedon, and 
Robert Mapplethorpe.

If the United States dominated the Cold War image economy, the 
reach of this visual discourse was even more powerful because of the 
advertising campaigns of American corporations. This visual discourse 
was a central element of the mass consumption regime that emerged 
first in the United States in the late nineteenth century, culminating in 
the development of the assembly line in 1913. European manufacturers 
immediately took an interest in mass production and regularly visited 
US factories during the 1910s and 1920s, though they were only able to 
adopt some aspects of American production for use in manufacturing 
for their smaller markets.5 After the First World War, some American 
companies situated factories in Europe and many increased their 
exports. The large American advertisers had followed their clients to 
Europe in the 1920s; and well before the Second World War, they had 
gone through a process of adapting to European conditions. One should 
not exaggerate the degree to which Europeans were willing or able to 
embrace American patterns of mass consumption, however. In 1925, 
for example, there was one car for every American family, but only one 
for every hundred Germans. Moreover, there was a conflicted ideologi-
cal response to the very idea of mass consumption, which was often 
rejected as antithetical to European values. The full tide of this change 
would not reach Europe until after 1945.

Likewise, the visual discourse that accompanied mass consumption 
became noticeable in Europe in the 1920s, planting the seeds for full 
development after the Second World War. American advertisers used 
a good deal of photography, especially staged fashion photography, 
but the leading agencies also had a strong tradition of using detailed 
drawings in color illustrations. Indeed, by the 1930s, American adver-
tisers emphasized imagery over text, because they had concluded that 
viewers could absorb it more quickly and because drawings aroused less 
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psychological resistance than sales text.6 Advertisers also realized the 
power of “before-and-after” stories, which were particularly powerful in 
the wake of the Second World War. After 1945, American advertisers were 
ready not only to sell products but to do public relations work for NATO.7 
Finally, Hollywood films, already quite popular in Europe during the 
1920s, completed the powerful American visual discourse. In short, from 
before the Cold War, American images reached Europeans from multi-
ple sources, in large numbers, at the service of many different agencies, 
creating a complex visualization of the world of mass consumption.

American Images in the European Context

What is one to make of this powerful visual discourse? The essays in 
American Photographs in Europe were part of a larger argument that 
the cultural products of the United States—whether styles, foods, and 
images; songs, texts, or films—were not simply transmitted across the 
Atlantic but also selected and interpreted by Europeans. When the same 
cultural products were received in different national contexts, their 
meanings were inflected, simplified, exaggerated, satirized, or, in some 
cases, even reversed. The term to describe this complex process of cul-
tural transmission was “creolization.” Kroes developed this concept in 
several influential essays and in his book If You’ve Seen One, You’ve Seen 
the Mall.8 He argues that the process of creolization began not with the 
transmission of popular American culture to Europe but within America 
itself. The United States, long at the periphery of European culture, 
amalgamated a wide range of its cultural traditions. During the nine-
teenth century, Americans developed an irreverent “way” with culture, 
a “picaresque tradition of creolization” marked by “its freedom from 
genteel control, its freedom to borrow, to cut up and hybridize.”9 They 
took apart European cultural forms and combined them in new ways, 
starting with the very American language itself. When these combina-
tions were re-exported back to Europe, they were already half familiar. 
Kroes thus sees creolization as a process that is hardly mechanical but 
rather endlessly mutable. Nor has this American form of culture-making 
necessarily been at the service of hegemonic capitalists. Quite the 
reverse: those on the margins often invent new dances, new foods, new 
musical idioms, new slang words, new clothing styles, or, in short, they 
invent many of the fads that Europeans adapt from U.S. mass culture.

Creolization is, however, just one of the possible theoretical positions 
one might adopt in thinking about Americanization. Many scholars 
have adopted some form of the hegemonic argument, which, in its most 
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assertive form, argues that after 1945, U.S. culture rolled like a mighty 
wave over the rest of the world. George Ritzer presents this view in The 
McDonaldization of Society: An Investigation into the Changing Character of 
Contemporary Social Life.10 As referenced in the introduction to this vol-
ume, Victoria de Grazia later developed a more nuanced version of this 
position in Irresistible Empire.11 The hegemonic argument emphasizes 
the sender’s intention, pointing to State Department cultural programs 
and the marketing campaigns of U.S. corporations. It is not difficult 
to document these efforts. The USIA set up libraries, offered courses, 
and sent lecturers to European universities. It also sent thousands of 
selected Europeans on tours of the United States. Furthermore, the USIA 
constantly wrote reports to chronicle its activities and to ask for more 
money based on its claims of success. Both advertisers and government 
agencies tended to overstate the effectiveness of their efforts, however, 
in order to convince clients that funds had been well spent. Some 
Europeans sent by the USIA to tour the United States later became out-
spoken critics of American foreign policy, and many who attended and 
enjoyed American-sponsored jazz performances nevertheless viewed the 
United States as a deeply racist nation. Those who borrowed books from 
the USIA library did not thereby necessarily become pro-American. The 
thousands of Fulbright scholars who went abroad were not doctrinaire 
government appointees but rather professionals chiefly interested in 
their academic specialties. Few saw themselves as government spokes-
persons, and some were critics of the Vietnam War. Moreover, the 
hegemonic argument must take account of the fact that since the 1980s, 
U.S. government public relations efforts have been scaled back. Most 
USIA libraries have closed, fewer Fulbright grants are available, and 
the USIA sends out fewer lecturers compared to earlier years. To the 
extent that the hegemonic argument is correct about the primary 
importance of the U.S. government as a sender, Americanization should 
have begun to wane a decade before the Cold War was over. Yet this 
seems not to be the case.

Beyond Hegemony

Does one really need to argue for intentional, government-sponsored 
hegemony? A more straightforward economic explanation is worth con-
sideration. The export of U.S. popular culture might also be seen as the 
result of four interlinked factors. First, consider the origins of American 
music, film, and popular culture in a multicultural society during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These cultural products 
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early appealed to a wide spectrum of consumers with many cultural 
backgrounds, notably the immigrants to the United States who had 
crowded into American cities. A song or a film that sold well to such an 
audience might be equally appealing to their kinsmen back in Europe.

Second, early on, the United States had a large internal market, com-
pared to a still-fragmented European market. This meant that, early on, 
Americans learned to mass-produce consumer goods at a modest price. 
The United States had 150 million people at the end of the Second 
World War, a far larger and more affluent single market than could 
then be found in Europe. To cater to these consumers, Americans had 
developed volume production that was still uncommon in Europe.12 
American exporters of popular culture could offer products of proven 
appeal at low prices. A film, television show, or popular song usually 
had already turned a tidy profit even before it was exported. As a result, 
Americans could sell cultural goods abroad for less than Europeans could 
afford to make competing products at a comparable price. This became 
particularly obvious in the case of films and television programs.

Third, the world market was prepared linguistically for Americanization, 
because the British Empire had spread the English language across the 
globe. Millions of people everywhere were able to understand U.S. cul-
tural productions. During the 1950s, the collapse of the British and the 
French imperial networks left a vacuum to be filled. Who could have 
filled that vacuum more easily than the United States? This is a central 
part of Geir Lundestad’s influential argument that particularly in the 
immediate aftermath of the Second World War, the United States was 
“an empire by invitation.”13

Fourth and finally, while most nations lay in ruins at the end of the 
Second World War, the United States had only been bombed at Pearl 
Harbor. Its manufacturing infrastructure was completely intact, and it 
had a large mercantile fleet demobilized from the war effort. De Grazia’s 
argument, to her credit, does take account of these commercial factors, 
and sees hegemony not merely in political terms or even in terms of the 
export of particular goods, but also in terms of the export of American 
advertising and commercial culture.

Taking these four factors together, it seems indisputable that American 
popular culture was well positioned for dissemination to all parts of the 
world after 1945. Its products were already tested on a multicultural 
audience. For two generations or more, Americans had developed the 
capacity to manufacture for mass markets.14 The English language was 
already widely understood, which fostered comprehension. Europe’s 
potential competing firms often lay in ruins. How much help did 
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American business really need from the State Department? A French 
or German studio had to struggle to finance a small number of new 
films, while Americans could simply add subtitles or dub high-budget 
films that were already paid for by U.S. domestic ticket sales. To reach 
Europeans, American companies needed only to pay the costs of 
 marketing and distribution, as production costs were already covered.

Creolization in Context

With these arguments in mind, let us return to the concept of creoliza-
tion. In Buffalo Bill in Bologna, Kroes and Robert Rydell demonstrated 
that the transmission and creolized reception of American mass culture 
in Europe had begun by the middle of the nineteenth century.15 Long 
before McDonald’s existed, U.S. cultural exports were being modified 
to suit European audiences, who imposed their own interpretive frame-
works on the Wild West Show or early American films. Moreover, 
American companies learned to adapt. Even a McDonald’s menu is not 
the same everywhere. In Spain, they sell wine to go with the hamburger; 
in Scandinavia, they do not. In India, they do not serve beef; in the Arab 
world, they omit pork. Even the emblematic McDonald’s, in short, has 
learned to accommodate national and religious tastes.

In a refinement of the creolization argument, Americanization can 
be regarded as less a matter of content than one of context. American 
images, styles, and cultural products do not simply have certain mean-
ings; rather, they saturate the environment. This position offers a way 
out of the contradictions between the theories already outlined. Rather 
than think of Americanization as hegemonic cause and effect or as the 
result of historical circumstances or as the product of active consumers 
making selections, one might think of Americanization as an encom-
passing context or environment, in which images play an important 
role. Americanization is not simply a matter of cause and effect; nor a 
historical outcome caused by various factors; nor a process of consumer 
selection. Rather, what is called Americanization involves a cavalcade of 
images, sounds, and texts that together have become a lingua franca in 
the meaning systems of other societies.

Fundamental to this idea of Americanization as context is the realiza-
tion that during the Cold War, U.S. culture often offered neither one 
position nor one product, but variant positions, doubling and redoubling 
its presence. Considering popular music alone, the United States offered 
Europeans not just Rock and Roll, but also Blues, Motown, Acid Rock, 
Disco, and much more, including Country and Folk music. A whole 
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universe of sounds became available, with something for every taste 
or political persuasion. Similarly, during the Cold War, there was not a 
single image of the United States, but rather multiple iconic presences. 
In most areas of cultural controversy, one could find American alterna-
tives, surrogates, or reverse images. Europeans protesting the Vietnam 
War were often clad in jeans and knew the lyrics of Bob Dylan by heart. 
American iconic images were parodied, reversed, re-conceptualized, and 
translated into new forms, in a process that accelerated and intensified 
during the Cold War.

Case Study: The Statue of Liberty as Creolized Image

The Statue of Liberty is among the small number of images that are 
instantly recognizable and need no caption. In every culture, literally 
millions of images are produced each year, most of which quickly seem 
so anonymous that few recall who or what is depicted without help from 
a caption. When people recall an iconic figure, such as Ronald Reagan, 
Marilyn Monroe, or the Statue of Liberty, what comes to mind is often 
not a specific image, but a generalized one. The icon is a recognizable 
site or person even when presented as a distortion or parody. Indeed, 
one good test of whether an image has been fully internalized is to see 
if people can recognize that a drawing, painting, editorial  cartoon, or 
album cover is playing with it.

The universal iconicity of the Statue of Liberty does not date from its 
assemblage in New York in 1886. Even within the United States, it was 
not at first understood as a national symbol; rather, it emerged as one 
over four decades. After the United States received it as a gift from France, 
Americans had to raise money to pay for its pedestal, and for several 
years the money was not forthcoming. In 1876, the arm and the torch 
of the statue were erected at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition, and 
people paid admission to climb the stairway inside its forearm to look 
out at the fairgrounds from the rim beneath its flame.

This display was meant to encourage contributions (in addition to the 
small admission fee) to finance the erection of the statue as a whole. 
Although more than 9 million people visited the exposition, little money 
was raised in this way. The City of New York, the State of New York, or the 
national government in Washington might also have paid for it, but all 
declined. It fell to the ordinary citizens to raise the money, in many small 
contributions, spurred on by a newspaper campaign. Only in 1886 was 
the statue dedicated, and it required another generation before it began to 
compete with the image of Columbia—the female personification of the 
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U.S.—as the representative of the nation. It seems to have become fully 
iconic by the First World War, when it was frequently used on  posters for 
war bonds.

As the Statue of Liberty came to represent the United States, however, 
its meaning was in transition.16 Originally, it was given to the United 

Figure 2.1 As part of the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, the Statue 
of Liberty’s arm and torch were erected as a special exhibit. The intention was to 
help raise funds for erecting the statue as a whole.
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States to represent the shared Franco-American commitment to democ-
racy and liberty. Nothing in the original conception of the statue had to 
do with immigrants. In fact, as Werner Sollors has emphasized, some early 
writers, such as Thomas Bailey Aldrich, saw the statue as a “white god-
dess,” that would “guard freedom against the menace of the rather beastly 
 invaders.”17 Once erected in New York’s harbor, in near proximity to the 
point where millions of immigrants arrived seeking admission to the 
United States, the statue began to be associated with what Emma Lazarus 
called the “huddled masses,” tired, poor, and yearning to be free. Yet her 
famous poem was not read at the dedication of the Statue of Liberty. Only 
in 1903 were her stanzas inscribed on a plaque and installed on the sec-
ond floor. As late as 1936, on the statue’s fiftieth anniversary celebrations, 
immigration was still not a major theme. As John Higham emphasizes, the 
national celebrations “clung to the traditional motifs—Franco-American 
friendship and liberty as an abstract idea.”18 These motifs proved useful 
during the Second World War, but during the Cold War, the French con-
nection faded somewhat from the public imagination. The statue became 
the quintessential American symbol and became more widespread than 
the older national images, Columbia and Uncle Sam. The association 
with immigration also became stronger, particularly as refugees from 
Communist regimes came to the United States. The statue came to stand 
for the liberty and democracy that immigrants found in America, in 
contrast to the totalitarian regimes of Hitler, Stalin, and Mao.

The Statue of Liberty was highly visible throughout the Cold War, 
standing for the values of liberty and democracy. Unlike such commer-
cial figures as Kentucky Fried Chicken’s Colonel Sanders, Walt Disney’s 
Donald Duck, or Ronald McDonald, no one controlled its copyright. 
Any agency, institution, or artist who felt the urge to produce a parody, 
satire, cartoon, or reinterpretation of the Statue of Liberty could do 
so, including the Chinese students protesting in Tiananmen Square, 
Beijing, in 1989. Even the briefest Internet search reveals literally mil-
lions of representations of the statue. These images provide a rich array 
of examples, but they are incomplete unless supplemented by books 
published at the time of its centennial.19 Analysis of these materials dis-
closes at least five types of iconic creolization, ranging from celebration 
to complete rejection of the United States.

In the first form of creolization, which is quite widespread, the iconic 
image is playfully embraced. For example, Lego sells a boxed set of 
2,882 plastic blocks that can be assembled into a model of the Statue of 
Liberty. At the Danish Legoland, another American icon, Mt. Rushmore, 
is similarly reconstructed in plastic. Another famous example is the 
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cover of the British rock group’s Supertramp album, Breakfast in America 
(1979), which takes considerable liberties with the Statue of Liberty. She 
has been replaced by a towering waitress, who holds not a torch but a 
glass of orange juice, with a menu in her other hand. In the background, 
the New York City skyline has become boxes of cereal, salt-and-pepper 
shakers, and condiments suitable to a diner. While this cover might be 
read as a satirical critique of the culture of consumption, there is lit-
tle in the music of the album to support that reading. It seems more 
appropriate to put this cover into the same class of images as a cartoon 
showing Miss Liberty eating an ice cream cone or one where she is using 
a mobile phone. Such images play with the Statue of Liberty but they 
do not criticize American values or move her to a new cultural setting.

Moreover, this embrace of the Statue of Liberty is often blatantly com-
mercial. Many advertising images in the United States put a product in 
the upraised hand of the Statue of Liberty. She has held bottles of vodka, 
worn sunglasses, modeled dresses, and been used to sell airline tickets 
and much else. Advertisers around the world followed suit. For exam-
ple, in 1979, Toshiba had her grasp an early model of a cell phone. The 
entire text was in Japanese, and the advertisement was clearly directed 
at home consumers. The values associated with the statue seem to be 
entirely secondary, and the use of the statue is primarily meant to be 
eye-catching.20 Almost from its dedication in 1886, the Statue of Liberty 
has been used to sell a huge range of products, including breakfast 
cereal and hot dogs. Advertisers do not use the statue to make a political 
or social comment, but simply identify their products with a popular
icon. In the process, there is a conflation of political liberty and democratic 
choice with the liberty to consume and choices in the marketplace. 
In such cases, advertisers are intermediate actors who both celebrate the 
Statue of Liberty and shift its meaning.

A second form of creolization appropriates an American cultural icon 
and inserts it in a new context while maintaining the underlying values 
associated with it. Such creolization assumes that the viewers know 
the original so well that what it stands for can be separated from its 
cultural location. In other words, the values signified do not change, 
but the signifier undergoes considerable transformation at the hands of 
intermediate actors. For example, during the apartheid regime in South 
Africa, the London Daily Telegraph published in 1967 a cartoon where 
the Statue of Liberty figure, with crown, robe, pedestal, and appropri-
ate gestures, has become the South African prime minister B.J. Vorster. 
He holds a flameless torch in one hand while the other clutches a lighted 
match. The cartoon’s caption, “Playing with Fire,” refers to the words, 
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Vorster’s own, carved on the pedestal, “If it should happen that South 
Africa has to compete in the finals against a coloured country, we shall 
do so.” He is promising that the all-white South African sports teams are 
willing to play against non-white teams in international competition. 
The cartoon suggests that if South Africa begins to play with the fire of 
equality, it may be hard to avoid lighting the torch of liberty. This use 
of the Statue of Liberty has little to do with the United States. A British 
newspaper serves a cultural intermediary that transforms an American 

Figure 2.2 This cartoon, entitled “Playing with Fire,” depicts South Africa’s 
prime minister as toying with the torch, which represents equality. Note that this 
use of the Statue of Liberty has little to do with the United States.
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icon into an international symbol for racial equality and liberty, in 
order to comment on the policies of a third nation.

A third form of creolization is closely related to the second. It dis-
places the image, typically taking the Statue of Liberty off her pedestal, 
usually with satiric intent. In it, an icon’s location changes in order to 
suggest inconsistencies between the values it represents and historical 
realities. The statue may be placed along the Berlin Wall or juxtaposed 
with a major icon of another nation. This form of creolization is about 
ironic juxtaposition and may have considerable satiric force, directed 
either at the United States or another nation that has hypocritically 
said one thing while doing another. In such cases, the intermediary 
actor has not been content to change the cultural reference of the icon 
(as in the second form), but has also changed its physical location and 
thereby moved it into a new context.

A fourth form of creolization makes a stronger critique that is directed 
against the United States. It occurs when an image becomes part of a 
jeremiad, which can be defined as a sermon, speech, or other text that 
bitterly laments the loss of national values. A jeremiad may sound like a 
prophecy of doom, but usually it is a call for a return to former virtues.21 
The Statue of Liberty has often been used as a convenient shorthand 
visualization of values that have been violated. For example, during the 
Vietnam War, in what became known as the My Lai Massacre, a large 
number of Vietnamese civilians were killed during a raid on a village. 
A British newspaper cartoon showed the Statue of Liberty, her torch 
raised high, illuminating newspapers before her on the ground that 
recount this terrible story. In her other hand, she holds two books that 
are labeled “Inquiry” and “Court Martial.”22 In this instance, the statue 
was being used to call attention to the violation of fundamental rights 
that are guaranteed by democracies but which were violated in the mas-
sacre of the My Lai civilians. This critique of the United States Army’s 
behavior does not challenge or in any way deny the values of the Statue 
of Liberty. Rather, as in any jeremiad, the denunciation is particularly 
powerful because the nation is seen to be violating its own moral codes. 
The jeremiad typically comes not from an enemy but a severely disap-
pointed ally or friend. The intermediary actor has used an American 
icon to criticize the behavior but not the values of the United States. 
Editorial cartoonists inside the country regularly do the same thing.

In contrast, the final category of creolization is a form of anti- 
Americanization. Here, the meanings attached to an icon have shifted 
so radically that the reconfigured image undermines the form and 
mocks the values of the original. This kind of creolization is more 
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commonly produced inside nations that consider themselves enemies 
of the United States. Therefore, Cold War examples of anti-American 
creolization were less common in the Western European countries 
than they were in Latin America, Africa, Asia, and the Soviet Union. 
For example, a Cuban artist, Alberto Blanco, produced a poster calling 
for Puerto Rican independence.23 In it, the Statue of Liberty is draped 
in the American flag and holds in her upraised hand not a torch but 
a Puerto Rican flag. The substitution of the flag is an erasure. It under-
mines American claims to represent liberty by reminding viewers that 
the United States seized Puerto Rico during the Spanish-American War. 
From the Cuban perspective, the United States seemed an imperialist 
power bent on domination in the Caribbean. The poster suggests Puerto 
Rico’s liberation by depicting newly broken chains that had forcibly 
linked the Puerto Rican flag to Liberty’s arm.

Anti-American creolization often lacks subtlety, and at times may be 
difficult to distinguish from parody. What first looks to be a socialist-
inspired cartoon from the height of the Cold War depicts a capitalist 
raping the Statue of Liberty. However, it appeared a decade after the 
Cold War ended, in Our Dumb Century, published by a satiric maga-
zine, The Onion.24 More serious anti-American creolization has been 
particularly visible in the Middle East. For example, in September of 
1984, Arabia: The Islamic World Review had the Statue of Liberty on its 
cover, holding aloft a pistol instead of a torch, while behind her were 
missiles instead of New York skyscrapers.25 More recently, a Palestinian 
newspaper, Al Quds, represented Condoleezza Rice as a Zionist Statue of 
Liberty. Or again, on the wall of the former American embassy in Tehran 
is painted a grisly Statue of Liberty as a shrouded, grinning corpse, an 
image later reproduced in Germany’s Der Spiegel.26

In some cases, the purpose is simply to be offensive, notably an image 
of a small boy standing on the Statue of Liberty’s shoulder and urinating 
on the tablet she holds.27 Such images seem to express a complete rejec-
tion of the United States. Yet even this iconography is only meaningful 
within the orbit of American culture. One has to know where the Statue 
of Liberty is and what she usually represents before such anti-American 
creolization has any force.

The most powerful rejection of the United States would be to imagine 
its destruction. Curiously, the Statue of Liberty has persistently been 
used to suggest this scenario. In Planet of the Apes (1968), a remnant 
of the statue pokes out of the sand on an empty beach. All other traces of 
American society have disappeared. But visions of Liberty being destroyed 
are much older.28 In 1887, the year after the statue’s dedication, a short 
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Figure 2.3 Artist Joseph Pennell’s 1918 poster advertised bonds. “That Liberty 
Shall Not Perish” references the last line of the Gettysburg Address: “…that 
government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from 
the earth.”
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story described, and an illustration in Life showed, the statue in ruins, 
after an attack on New York City by a “hostile fleet.”29 In 1918, Joseph 
Pennell produced a lurid red and black poster for the fourth Liberty 
Loan campaign that showed New York City in flames.30 In the left 
 foreground stands the dark silhouette of a damaged Statue of Liberty, her 
arm broken, her torch lost. The caption alludes to Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address, “That Liberty Shall Not Perish from the Earth—Buy Liberty 
Bonds.” Since 1918, the Statue of Liberty has been frequently damaged 
or destroyed in both art and film. She has been destroyed by aliens from 
Mars, submerged under the sea by global warming, and forced to drink 
so much alcohol that she collapses into the sea.31

As these final examples suggest, some of the most negative versions 
of the Statue of Liberty have been produced within the United States. 
This is in keeping with Kroes’ definition of creolization, as a cutting 
and pasting of familiar elements to create something new, which is a 
fundamental process in American popular culture.

The re-envisionings of the Statue of Liberty in Europe may run 
the gamut from celebration and playful embrace to hatred and rejec-
tion, but this very playfulness with the image is the hallmark of 
Americanization. In billions of images disseminated through film, 
advertising, public relations, tourism, and government programs, the 
myriad forms of American popular culture have spread, not as single 
images, each with a clear meaning, but rather as a cloud of imagery, at 
once serious and humorous, patriotic and irreverent, commercial and 
idealistic, utopian and apocalyptic, and all in a process of continual 
re-contextualization. This image environment was a crucial part of 
Cold War Americanization, offering not merely specific ideas or images 
but multiple, even self-contradictory, icons. This image environment 
accompanied the export of mass consumption, and it was in place by 
the time of the Family of Man Exhibition and had saturated European 
culture to such a degree that Barthes could assume his readers knew the 
many American images he discussed in his writings on photography. In 
most contexts, American images became essential not only to appreciat-
ing the culture and politics of the United States, but also to expressing 
rejections of American culture. Americanization thus became more 
than a cluster of messages; it became a context, indeed an entire visual 
discourse. A theory of visual creolization can explain the pervasiveness 
of American images in the Cold War era, and at the same time offer 
ways to distinguish between five different forms of engagement with 
the popular culture of the United States. While the extended example 
used here has been the Statue of Liberty, the method developed could 
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also be applied to other icons that are universally recognized, such as 
Mt. Rushmore, the Alamo, the flag raising at Iwo Jima, the Grant Wood 
painting “American Gothic,” the Chrysler Building, and many others. 
In each case, a survey of the reception and re-conception of these icons 
would range from (1) an uncritical embrace of the image, especially 
its playful use in advertising; (2) the de-contextualization and reuse of 
the icon in a different cultural setting with little or no reference to the 
United States; (3) the visual transformation of the icon in order to make 
a satiric point through its juxtaposition with a specific historical situa-
tion, often a current event; (4) the use of the icon to deliver a jeremiad 
against the United States for failing to live up to its values; and (5) an 
anti-American attack on U.S. foreign policy and/or culture. These five 
forms of creolization come from foreign intermediary actors who, no 
matter how critical they become, remain inside an American system 
of images. During the Cold War, allies, critics, and sworn enemies of 
the United States all found themselves using an iconography that was 
indisputably American. The older discussions of Americanization are 
not entirely eliminated or replaced by this analysis. Rather, they are 
enfolded within this American visual discourse, with its endless play 
of signifiers. As the variants of American icons multiplied during the 
twentieth century, it became difficult for Europeans to find any cultural 
location outside this new system of meanings.

The new mass-consumption regime was intertwined with this discur-
sive system at many levels. Most obviously, the images themselves were 
mass-produced and appeared in newspapers, magazines, billboards, and 
theaters. This inundation of images promoted both consumption and 
a conflation of economic freedom with democracy. Yet even this con-
flation was only the simplest of the five forms of creolization, which, 
together, expanded the range of possible meanings and values in the 
image system. Just as the Statue of Liberty could be endlessly re-contex-
tualized and reinterpreted, cultural intermediaries learned the irreverent 
American way with icons, including playful irony, satire, and even viru-
lent anti-Americanism. If Walter Benjamin early on declaimed against 
the emerging image empire because it seemed to empty the mean-
ing out of all that it copied,32 by the last years of the Cold War, Jean 
Baudrillard and Umberto Eco had come to view the visual discourse that 
accompanied mass consumption quite differently, as an endless semio-
sis of signifiers without referents, of copies with no original, all within a 
permanently de-stabilized image empire.33 This re-conception coincided 
not only with the waning of the Cold War but also with the emergence 
of digital culture and its unceasing flows of images and information, as 
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well as its erosion of mass markets in favor of more differentiated pro-
duction and marketing. But that is another story, beyond the concerns 
of this chapter and this volume.

Through every revision and reinterpretation, the Statue of Liberty’s 
iconic status grew. It had become one of the small number of icons 
instantly recognized by people in all parts of the world. In 2013, the 
National Park System created a virtual tour of the Statue, designed to 
provide “a global audience with equal and unprecedented access 
to one of the world’s best known, beloved and inspiring symbols.”34 
The creolized feelings it arouses are more complex than this statement 
suggests, however. The Statue needs extensive security and suffers 
occasional closures due to fears of terrorism.35 Its possible destruction, 
imagined for at least a century, remains a central part of its system 
of meanings.
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Forging Europe’s Foodways: 
The American Challenge
Karin Zachmann

The simple yearning for enough food, and the freedom to choose 
what tastes best: these were among people’s most fervent wishes in 
war-ravaged Europe. The inhabitants of Nazi-occupied countries—and 
eventually the Germans themselves—had been forced to adopt the 
Nazi austerity food regime’s poor diet: cereals, potatoes, and vegetables 
instead of animal products such as pork, beef, and mutton. Indeed, 
Europeans’ hope for peace was inseparable from their longing for 
more—and for better—food.1   Of the two superpowers that emerged 
from the Second World War, only the United States   possessed the 
capacity to provide food aid for easing the transition towards peace. In 
fact, it was during the Second World War that the United States began 
planning Europe’s food provisions to be made after the projected Allied 
victory.2 The connection between food and peace was complex for the 
United States. The European need for food aid opened a channel for dis-
tributing American agricultural surpluses, a result of the postwar spike 
in agricultural productivity.3 The American government also responded 
to European food requirements as a means of shaping Europe’s post-
war reconstruction process.4 To the United States, this meant much 
more than exporting surplus agricultural products. U.S. government 
officials strove to modernize European food chains—the processes by 
which food was grown and produced, sold, and eventually consumed. 
Moreover, the U.S. sought to remake European food chains in America’s 
own image.

American government officials believed that the U.S. food chain, based 
as it was on a liberal-capitalist model, was superior, that the American 
model could sustainably provide freedom from want, and that it offered 
freedom of choice to Europeans. Adopting the American model would 
also transform European food chains into viable commercial markets 
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for U.S. industrial-agricultural products and services, such as fertiliz-
ers and farm machines, vegetable seeds and expert knowledge. So, the 
United States pressured European countries into following its pioneer-
ing path, which fostered newly organized food chains—and, eventually, 
new consumption regimes. Europe’s food chains were to be extended, 
increasing the distance between the field and the fork. This new organi-
zation featured American knowledge and information as critical to the 
success of all involved—including farmers, agricultural suppliers, food 
industrialists, retailers, and consumers. The new model also increased 
the importance and influence of food processing and distribution as 
connecting nodes in the food chain. This, in turn, promoted food 
 marketing to a major commercial activity within the system.5

The American government’s push to modernize European food chains 
can be understood as the push to shift European nation-states to the 
Fordist mode of consumption: that is, consumption based on standard-
ized, industrialized production. Achieving Fordist consumption entailed 
forming a new social contract, one that treated citizens as consumers. 
And, according to this Fordist logic, it was these citizen- consumers’ 
capacity to consume that would determine European potential for 
 economic growth and thus European political stability.

As noted in the introduction to this book, the analysis of America’s 
allegedly forceful role in shaping Europe has provoked considerable 
protest. What critics object to, apparently, is the idea that, given an 
imposed consumption regime, we can assume a straightforward appro-
priation of that regime. In this volume, we make no such assumption. 
The appropriation of products and processes—foods, in this case—is 
anything but a straightforward process. Deciding whether to accept or 
reject, integrate or adopt a food is one of the most basic cultural activi-
ties. It is a fundamental way of giving meaning to the world.6 In doing 
so, people rely on their cultural experiences and traditions. It is the 
materiality of the food that people digest that mediates the meanings 
derived from the mundane practices around eating. Anthropologist 
Marshall Sahlins has proposed that one hallmark of Western culture 
is that it ascribes symbolic meaning to products—and institutionalizes 
that meaning in the realm of production.7 And so, in this chapter, to 
more fully understand what European lifestyles meant to European 
individuals, we address in-depth the ways in which foods were pro-
duced and used. This will contribute to the understanding of how 
European lifestyles were transformed in the so-called American century.

The idea of consumption regimes takes on special importance with 
regard to food. As a specific aspect of lifestyle, foodways are considered 
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“a culture’s primary form of nutritional sustenance.”8 Foodways “con-
stitute a part of a cultural heritage of the group and are taught to 
each succeeding generation.”9 Thus, “foodways create cultural eating 
practices that dictate what to eat, when to eat, and how to eat. Each 
foodway relies upon one particular food source as the foundation for
one’s meal. For the Japanese it is rice, for the Mexicans it is corn, 
for large parts of Africa it is yam, and for the Americans it is meat.”10 For
Europeans of all regions, the foodway during preindustrial times was 
grains such as wheat, rye, or barley. In Southern Europe, it was also 
rice and corn. Potatoes, too, became part of Central Europe’s foodway 
 starting in the nineteenth century.

For centuries, the world’s food chains were organized on a predomi-
nantly regional basis: local geography and climate—as well as the regional 
culture—determined foodways. Food products imported from the Far East 
and from overseas—including spices and sugar cane, coffee and cocoa—
remained luxury goods until the eve of the Industrial Revolution. These 
food products from afar did not challenge regional foodways—as long as 
the foreign product did not become a domestic variety.

Foodways have been molded into local cuisines. A cuisine works as a 
means of transformation and classification. Namely, through the selec-
tion, preparation, and cooking of food, a cuisine transforms nutritional 
raw materials from a natural to a cultural state. We classify the world as 
we divide the universe into what is edible and what is not. And, whereas 
the forms of cuisine are many, the aim of cuisine is clear-cut: cuisine 
labels, stamps, and defines, thus identifying the food as well as the eater. 
Cuisine, as part of the language of food, creates a sense of belonging.11 
Sharing a meal forms a community whose identity derives from the 
very food that is shared. Moreover, food chains, foodways, and cuisines 
are closely connected. Each represents particular facets of humans’ 
relationship to food; exploring food chains, foodways, and cuisines 
 contributes to our essential understanding of consumption regimes.

Starting in the mid-nineteenth century—and more intensely after the 
First World War and onwards—European food chains were extended 
as part of the move towards industrialization and urbanization. This 
gave rise to a growing distance between the field and the fork. As the 
regional organization of food chains and foodways was erased, so, too, 
was the material and symbolic foundation of cuisines.12 In addition, 
the increasing number of actors and institutions that began to mediate 
between the field and the fork helped to change the process of secur-
ing trustworthy and reliable food. In favoring mass production and 
scientific knowledge, for example, government agencies, big business, 
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and the scientific community spurred the departure from regional 
cultural traditions. Indeed, scientific knowledge, which was  supposed 
universal, and efficient methods of mass production, became the 
norms. This transition became obvious in the apparently contradictory 
strategy used by American meat packers: while their advertisements 
extolled the homemade taste of canned meat, the meat packers organ-
ized  factory tours—à la Upton Sinclair’s scenario in The Jungle—for 
 visitors, to whom they boasted a streamlined manufacturing process. 
The industrialization of food chains gained further momentum with 
the emergence of modern agribusiness, the blossoming of home 
 economics and nutritional science, and the euphoria surrounding 
rationalization and efficiency. These realms offered up ideals for the 
future of food production. And from roughly 1920 to 1960, these  ideals 
held for food consumption, as well.13 One ideal—if not fantasy—of 
rationalizing food consumption emerged as the notion of replacing 
daily meals with a daily pill. Indeed, this was one attraction at the food 
and farm exhibit of the 1939 World’s Fair in New York, the theme of 
which was “Building the World of Tomorrow.”14

All of this accelerated the process of adapting the farm to the industrial 
model. This shift toward the industrial model certainly gained traction 
on both sides of the Atlantic; but given the retarding influence of the 
two world wars on Europe, the United States led the process of indus-
trialized farming.15 In contrast, the food chains in several European 
countries, including France, Germany, Sweden, and Italy, became 
increasingly constrained by the national  ideology of self- sufficiency 
regarding food. This was pursued most vigorously by Germany in the 
form of food autarky.16 A bizarre “blood-and-soil” mystique prevailed, 
in which the individual’s lineage (blood) and connection to the land 
(soil) were emphasized in an extreme expression of nationalism. This 
ideology fostered a widespread agrarian romanticism that prolonged 
the viability of small farms, out-of-date agrarian structures, as well as 
local cuisines.17

To recap: the Nazi regime had re-ordered European food chains, and 
diets had deteriorated; the Second World War had had devastating 
effects. This provided a strong incentive for all of the countries liber-
ated from the Nazi regime and the Nazi occupation to restructure and 
modernize their food chains. The United States government was eager 
to guide this process, given the advantages it presented—from serv-
ing as an effective means to secure political stability in a war-ravaged 
Europe to gaining ground on the battlefields of the Cold War. But the 
American re-ordering of European foodways also served to open up 
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new markets, initially for American agricultural surpluses and, later, for 
industrial products.

Toward “Fordist” Food Consumption

The American government’s provision of food aid constituted the 
first case that challenged existing foodways: the food provided as aid 
clashed with the foodways and cuisines of the recipients. This became 
evident as early as the years after the First World War, when Belgians 
rejected U.S.-relief corn, because they did not consider corn to be food 
for humans.18 During and after the Second World War, those in starving 
Allied countries also became recipients of U.S. farm surplus. This time, 
to ensure the success of the surplus-food redistribution, economists 
called for an investigation of relief recipients’ food habits.

Economists’ efforts received institutional support only during the 
Second World War, when the National Research Council agreed to 
establish not one but two nutrition-related committees: the Food 
and Nutrition Committee (later the Food and Nutrition Board) in the 
Division of Biology and Agriculture, and the Committee on Food Habits 
in the Division of Anthropology and Psychology. The key proponent of 
this dual-committee approach was M.L. Wilson, an agricultural econo-
mist from the University of Montana, who described the need for two 
committees as follows:

Science has brought about almost a revolution in nutrition and has 
given us a new base for diet, which is founded on the science of 
biochemistry. We have a very decided cultural lag between this new 
science of nutrition and our food habits and our ideas about food 
and diet as they exist in our present patterns of culture. I therefore 
feel that when it comes to getting actual results in bringing the 
diet up to a biological minimum, the lag is on the side of human 
behaviour.19

This reads like a version of William Ogburn’s famous concept of cultural 
lag, which has been a point of reference in many social science text-
books published since the 1930s.20 But in contrast to Ogburn, who took 
a neo-positivist stance and had no interest in social engineering, Wilson 
aimed to not only explore but to overcome the “cultural lag.” And by 
tackling the food problem from two points of view—the biochemi-
cal and the behavioral—Wilson’s primary goal was to shape human 
behavior according to the principles of biochemistry. The implicit 
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subordination of consumers notwithstanding, this dual approach took 
foodways seriously and encompassed the cultural aspects of food.

The task for the Committee on Food Habits was to evaluate system-
atically ways of exploring—and gradually changing—consumers’ food 
habits: to encourage people to desire to eat the foods that were available 
to them. Founded in 1941, the committee was led by some of the best-
known figures in American anthropology of the time, including a past 
president of the American Anthropological Association, Carl Guthe, and 
Margaret Mead, who served as executive secretary. The anthropologists 
presented their results in the form of attitude surveys and monographs. 
The attitude studies explored domestic food habits in relation to new or 
more abundant, available foodstuffs; problems of rationing and scarcity 
were also analyzed. To help facilitate the most efficient distribution of 
food aid, the monographs provided knowledge about food habits and 
foodways in several European countries, including Czechoslovakia, 
Great Britain, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland.21 Even after the 
end of the war and the postwar crisis, this knowledge was still used to 
guide American projects in modernizing European food chains.

The Committee on Food Habits did not survive the immediate postwar 
era, despite the fact that its proponents saw the committee as a perma-
nent, “applied anthropological” government adviser. The committee’s 
explicit task was to provide empirical data that could help bridge the 
gap between production and consumption. Other institutions and 
actors—including marketing experts, corporate advertisers, and various 
consumer-research agencies—helped to link the different parts of the 
food chain. And so it was the Committee on Food Habits that helped 
to forge new food chains; that placed consumers center stage; and that 
emphasized food’s cultural importance to other actors in the chain.

Food for Peace

In contrast with the state-founded Committee on Food Habits, which 
was rather short-lived and superseded by numerous private actors, 
U.S. food aid programs—also state-financed—were re-launched nearly 
ten years after the war ended. This was due to the same, persistent 
problem that had prompted former food aid programs: farm surpluses. 
Another reason for re-starting food aid was the opportunity to use it as a 
diplomatic weapon and as a means of restructuring existing food chains 
during the Cold War.

In July of 1954, approximately half a year after U.S. President Dwight 
Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace” speech to the General Assembly of 
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the United Nations, the U.S. Congress passed the Agricultural Trade 
Development and Assistance Act (Public Law 480). This law estab-
lished a framework for American food diplomacy and became known 
as the Food for Peace Program.22 Just as the Atoms for Peace Program 
promised to secure world peace through research on peaceful uses of 
atomic power, Food for Peace promised to deliver world peace through 
the provision of food. George S. McGovern, the liberal senator from 
South Dakota who headed Food for Peace under the John F. Kennedy 
administration, published a report to mark the tenth anniversary of 
Food for Peace. In the report, he stated bluntly the domestic benefits of 
the program: “Public Law 480, on which our Food for Peace Program is 
based, was originally conceived in 1954, largely as a means of dispos-
ing of the mounting agricultural surpluses for foreign currencies when 
their sale abroad for dollars proved impossible.”23 The U.S. government 
bought domestic farm products with U.S. dollars and sold them either 
government-to-government (for local currencies, on credit terms of up 
to thirty years) or donated the food to countries in need. From 1954 to 
1964 the United States distributed 27 percent of its agricultural exports 
via the Food for Peace Program’s channels.24 The local money obtained 
from sales made under Public Law 480 was reinvested in the purchasing 
country and reserved for development projects, cultural exchange, and 
U.S. propaganda.

McGovern’s report describes the success of the program. Not only 
were more than one-quarter of U.S. agricultural exports during this 
period financed through Food for Peace, but for wheat, the figure was 
even higher, accounting for two-thirds of U.S. exports.25 Hence, Food for 
Peace provided tremendous subsidies for U.S. agriculture and, via com-
mercial coupling effects (farm machinery, fertilizers, seeds, insecticides, 
and consumer goods), for the U.S. economy as a whole. Paradoxically, 
Food for Peace represented strict Keynesian thinking in reference to 
agriculture at a time when the United States claimed to be the model of 
a liberal market economy.

Noting a second major contribution to the national interest, 
McGovern highlighted the new commercial marketing opportunities 
available through Food for Peace: “A substantial part of the proceeds of 
foreign currency sales has been used to advertise and promote American 
farm products. Many of our private commercial organizations have 
cooperated with the government in sponsoring trade fairs and other 
market promotional activities abroad.”26 McGovern also stressed the 
effect of the Food for Peace Program on food habits in the recipient 
countries. “The great food markets of the future are the very areas 
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where vast numbers of people are learning through Food for Peace to 
eat American produce. The people we assist today will become our cus-
tomers tomorrow. Our best markets are in those nations with the most 
developed agricultural and industrial economies.”27 McGovern singled 
out Italy, Spain, and Japan, which had indeed transitioned from being 
Food for Peace recipients to strong buyers of American food products.

Finally, McGovern’s report also reveals the importance of Food for 
Peace in the context of American foreign policy during the Cold War. 
From 1957 to 1964, the United States accepted local currencies from 
Food for Peace recipients and gave cheap export credits based on Public 
Law 480 to Poland ($671 million) and Yugoslavia ($906 million). 
McGovern described this new phase of the Cold War:

 An interesting by-product of our food shipments to Poland and 
Yugoslavia is that both countries have discarded the Communist 
technique of trying to raise farm products through government col-
lectives. They have moved back toward private family farms…. Our 
surpluses may be helping those two nations to show not only their 
people but also the Russians that independent family farming is 
superior to collectivism.28

American food diplomacy succeeded roundly in both Poland and 
Yugoslavia: neither country made the transition to collective farming. 
Also noteworthy is McGovern’s frankly positive appraisal of family 
farms, which, at the time of his report, were more an ideology than a 
reality in the United States. This idealized view of the family farm dates 
to Thomas Jefferson’s homage to the “yeoman farmer,” the ideal citizen 
for the newly established state of Virginia, according to Jefferson.29 
Indeed, McGovern clung to the Jeffersonian ideal, whereas the U.S. 
farm structure was perceived differently by Europeans: in their view, 
American agriculture was dominated by corporate farms with large 
estates and complex machinery. In contrast to this rejected model, 
Europeans proffered their version of the family farm as an alternative—
despite that model being outdated for Europe.30

The Food for Peace prepared the European market for the appro-
priation of American foodstuffs. One case in point is the approximately 
three million pounds of frozen and canned chicken and turkey that was 
shipped to West Germany after an agreement under the Food for Peace 
Program was signed on December 23, 1955.31 These shipments helped 
to re-launch frozen food in West Germany, and they encouraged the 
development of a domestic chicken industry.32
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By the end of the 1950s, the Food for Peace Program’s focus had 
shifted from Europe to the East, the Far East, and to Africa. And, 
while the program now had less of an impact on Europe, it remained 
extremely influential: Food for Peace went on to restructure the interna-
tional postwar food order. As far as European foodways were concerned, 
however, other U.S. programs, institutions, and actors carried on the 
challenge. In terms of achieving longer range and far deeper effects, it 
was the European Recovery Program (ERP)—also known as the Marshall 
Plan—and its productivity mission that spurred European appropria-
tion, selective though it was, of the American model. This program 
fostered knowledge and technology transfer, which facilitated the 
emulation of main elements of the American-style food chains in many 
countries participating in the Organisation for European Economic 
Cooperation (OEEC) countries. 
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Figure 3.1 The U.S. Food for Peace Program promised to deliver world peace 
through the provision of food. This chart shows the global distribution of Food 
for Peace shipments from 1955 to 1963.
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The European Recovery Program: Changing 
European Foodways

The European Recovery Program served as a cornerstone for building 
the American century: the many initiatives and programs, which it 
both fostered and financed, helped to introduce U.S. technology and 
management methods to Western Europe. How did this transfer work? 
And, to what extent was the American model adapted, renegotiated, or 
abandoned? This has been the subject of a range of studies in which 
the role of industry, for the most part, has been analyzed.33 But the pro-
ductivity policy of corporate America also targeted the agriculture and 
food  sectors, which influenced the OEEC’s strong interest in these areas 
as well. Food scarcity in war-ravaged Europe sparked a major  concern 
for political stability. Modernizing food chains was a priority—not only 
because of the urgent need for more food in most of the European 
countries, but because of food and agriculture’s key role in stabilizing 
national economies. Achieving affordable production and distribution 
of inexpensive foodstuffs would increase disposable income, thereby 
raising the demand for consumer goods and, in turn, facilitating the 
transition to the Fordist consumption regime. Modernizing agriculture 
would also create new markets for machinery and seeds, fertilizers and 
pesticides, breeding animals, feeds, and antibiotics. Markets would also 
expand for transport services and refrigeration technologies as well as 
for ancillary products and services. Restructuring the West European 
food chain by adapting it to the American model was, indeed, a core 
element of the United States’ productivity mission, which hinged on 
the conviction that efficiency was the solution to all societal ills.34

A main mediator of American technology and business practices 
was the European Productivity Agency, founded in 1953. It grew out 
of the U.S. Technical Assistance and Productivity Program, which was 
launched as one of the first Marshall Plan initiatives in 1948.35 As a 
semi-autonomous organization within the framework of the OEEC, 
the European Productivity Agency existed from 1953 to 1961; dur-
ing that entire period, it received two-thirds of its total budget from 
the United States.36 According to the allocation of money, two areas 
received priority: business management as well as food and agricul-
ture.37 The European Productivity Agency was originally designed as 
an institution to direct knowledge and technology transfer from the 
United States to Western Europe. Later, the agency was transformed 
into a structure providing European solutions to reconstruction prob-
lems.38 Unquestionably, the European Productivity Agency enforced the 
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American productivity mission in Europe; at the same time, it strongly 
encouraged West European cooperation and integration. A range of 
those within the agency—both Americans and Europeans—perceived 
the technology and knowledge transfer taking place to be a mutual 
exchange in both directions, not a one-way street from the United States 
to Europe. Given that the United States was the European Productivity 
Agency’s primary funder, however, American officials would not have 
allowed the agency to undertake projects that conflicted with U.S. pri-
orities. For example, American officials sought to initiate projects that 
institutionalized management education; that involved non-communist 
trade unions in recovery plans; and that condemned restrictive business 
practices. But European actors openly voiced their criticism when they 
perceived that U.S.-driven projects contradicted European expectations. 
In 1953, this occurred in reference to an American attempt to demon-
strate the advantages of refrigeration equipment for the modernization 
of food distribution. The case sparked the following protest:

The Americans have no inhibitions about trying to sell their goods: 
for example the Technical Assistance mission no. 142—a team of 
Americans employed travelling round Europe training retailers in 
modern methods of food distribution—is accompanied by a large cara-
van full of [the] latest types of American refrigerating [sic] equipment, 
and since last June they have been doing it at the agency’s expense.39

The agency financed projects that were proposed by either a member 
country, the secretariat of the European Productivity Agency, or an OEEC 
committee. In the case of food and agriculture, the project agenda was 
prepared not within but outside of the European Productivity Agency, 
by the OEEC’s Committee of Deputies of the Ministerial Committee 
of Agriculture and Food.40 Reviewing the project areas and specific 
approaches provides insights into the European Productivity Agency’s 
role in restructuring West European food chains—and the degree to 
which the American model was appropriated.

One of the European Productivity Agency’s reports from 1960 lists 
all activities in the realm of food and agriculture since the program’s 
founding in 1953.41 These activities covered five main areas: agricultural 
production, marketing, education, technological developments, and 
communication. A large series of projects was devoted to the field of 
agricultural production, with projects on improvements in the uses of 
agricultural resources, on farm management, and on advisory work. The 
OEEC administrators, along with their U.S. advisers, organized missions 
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to the United States to explore farm management, accounting meth-
ods, and agricultural advisory work. Several projects dealt with land 
consolidation and the creation of economically viable farm units. One 
report, titled The Small Family Farm: A European Problem and published 
in 1959, estimated the total number of small, non-viable family farms 
to be 50 percent or higher for countries like France, West Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and Portugal. 
These small farms cultivated one-fourth of the agricultural acreage in 
France and Italy.42 The report stated clearly that small, non-viable farm 
holdings posed a serious problem for the economy as a whole. The rec-
ommended solutions were to extend land-lease systems and to require 
the peasants to abandon their “mystical relationship” with land owner-
ship. The report did not openly criticize family farms as an outdated 
institution, though it clearly established the American corporate farm 
as a model.

Other European Productivity Agency projects dealt with productivity 
measurement on farms and methods for measuring cost-return ratios as 
a basis for pricing and income policies. These few examples alone pro-
vide evidence of the OEEC’s strategy: to impose the logic of industry on 
farms using yield increase—a main concern of farm management—as a 
pretext. Thus, running a farm was no longer to be a way of life, but 
a method of earning profits and accumulating cash.

A clear majority of the agency’s activities involved the marketing of 
foodstuffs. These projects included workshops on up-to-date methods 
of preparing and selling meat (with the incentive of providing butch-
ers with more knowledge of foreign consumer tastes and habits). Also 
included were meetings with experts on ways to promote milk and the 
consumption of other dairy products, ways to standardize vegetable 
produce and other foods as well as packaging, and experiments with 
pre-packing fruits and vegetables. This area of work also entailed sur-
veys on the marketing and distribution of frozen fish. And, last but not 
least, a range of activities aimed at developing a cold chain that would 
reach from the north to the south of Europe: this would help to distrib-
ute frozen fish from Iceland and Norway to the southern regions and 
facilitate exports from Italy, Greece, and Turkey to the northern areas. 
In 1959, European Productivity Agency Project No. 6/13 established 
so-called demonstration regions in France (Lyon) and Italy (Milan and 
Rome) in order to promote the production, distribution, and consump-
tion of frozen food.43 A mission of sixteen European experts studied 
the application of market and consumer research methods to livestock 
products, including milk and milk products, in the United States.44 
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In the category of dairy products, a Canadian consultant visited twelve 
member countries and gave a series of talks and demonstrations of 
the various merchandizing techniques.45 These are few but  representative 
examples of the extensive work done in this area.

The array of marketing projects was to supplement the rationaliza-
tion of production with the rationalization of distribution. The projects 
explored the need for introducing new actors and institutions in the food 
chain in order to manage the problem of the increasing distance between 
the field and the fork. In the future, this would reduce the farm’s share 
of the profits and increase the cost of marketing food—which accounted 
for two-thirds of food-sector expenditures in the United States. In fact, 
this had been the case since the late 1950s.46 All of these activities 
were designed to increase consumption capacities. Accordingly, these 

Figure 3.2 Via the European Productivity Agency, American experts worked with 
Europeans to standardize food-related processes from production to marketing 
to packaging. This photo represents a scene from the European Exhibition on 
Prepacking of Fresh Fruits and Vegetables of 1958.
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activities strengthened not only the links between all parts of European 
food chains, but enabled food chains to be adaptable to American food 
surpluses such as chicken.47 Even more importantly, European food 
chains were now primed to appropriate the American ingredients of an 
industrialized food chain, such as seeds, fertilizers, antibiotics, feedstuff, 
breeding materials, and freezing technologies. Therefore, we can see 
the European Productivity Agency’s food and agriculture program as a 
driving force behind the transformation of traditional foodways and 
consumption regimes.

The agency’s educational activities focused on developing voca-
tional training. Further, they included advanced training—lasting ten 
months, on average—for specialists from OEEC member countries. 
The training took place in the United States and covered topics like 
marketing of agricultural products, advanced statistics, farm manage-
ment,  agricultural communication, and applied nuclear science in food 
and agriculture. The educational projects were intended to promote 
cooperation between agricultural faculties of universities and compa-
rable research institutes.48 Closely related to these educational projects 
were initiatives for improved communication. For example, a food and 
agricultural technical information service (FATIS) was established by 
the OEEC and operated through permanent FATIS liaison centers in 
the member countries of Canada and the United States. Parallel to a 
multilingual review and films, a seminar on “Television in Agricultural 
Advisory Work” aimed to introduce new media for improved commu-
nication. All of these projects put knowledge and information at the 
forefront of action in the area of food and agriculture. In doing so, they 
worked toward replacing locally available knowledge and information 
with supposedly universal expertise.

Nearly all of the European Productivity Agency’s activities were tied 
in some way to technological developments, though the OEEC also 
initiated a range of projects devoted specifically to process innovations 
in European food chains. In a summary of its activities, the European 
Productivity Agency administration highlighted three of these process 
innovations: the application of atomic science in agriculture and food; 
international cooperation in agricultural aviation; and the improvement 
of farm buildings.49 One of these projects will be analyzed in greater 
detail: this case provides evidence of the enormous hope (and hype) 
that science and technology could help restructure post-Second World 
War food chains. It also reveals the complexities of the transatlantic 
 knowledge and technology transfer.
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Atomic Science in Food and Agriculture

At the time of the first Geneva Conference in August of 1955, the atom 
was seen as a powerful resource, promising to yield quantum improve-
ments in food and agriculture. Many actors and institutions took this 
promise seriously and promoted activities to employ the peaceful atom 
for restructuring food chains.50 The OEEC’s Committee of Deputies of 
the Ministerial Committee for Agriculture and Food also intervened 
and tasked the European Productivity Agency with organizing Project 
No. 396, entitled “Application of Atomic Science in Agriculture and 
Food.” This entailed a spectrum of activities covering the entire field 
of nuclear research and development in food and agriculture. Project 
No. 396 included, for example, the actual and potential application 
of atomic tools (isotopes and irradiation) in research work connected 
with soil and plant problems, animal science, radiation biology, and 
food preservation. Also included was the development of techniques 
for inducing mutations to speed up breeding and to preserve crops 
and food. 

The European Productivity Agency project started in the spring of 
1957, when a delegation consisting of twenty experts from nine OEEC 
member countries visited the United States from March to June.51 The 
delegation’s program encompassed visits to a number of research and 
education institutions, ranging from institutions of higher education 
such as MIT and Iowa State College, to the research laboratories of food-
technology companies, like Swift & Co. Also on the agenda were visits 
to trade associations such as the American Meat Institute Foundation 
and the U.S. Army Quartermaster’s Food and Container Institute in 
Chicago, an important military research institution in the food sector. 
During the last four weeks of the mission, the participants attended a 
training course at the Oak Ridge National Institute of Nuclear Studies 
in Tennessee, which introduced them to the use of radioisotopes as 
research tools. As part of Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace Program, the 
institute’s Special Training Division offered courses for foreign nation-
als. The trip allowed the visiting Europeans to inspect the American 
facilities designed for developing atomic cooking: in this way, it helped 
to establish the United States as “head chef” in the envisioned atomic 
kitchen. Subsequent to the trip, and following up on recommendations 
received there, four American consultants began working with the 
agency to advise OEEC member countries on planning and executing 
research programs.52
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Another part of European Productivity Agency Project No. 396 was 
a study trip to Great Britain from May 19 to June 2, 1958. It included 
visits to fifteen establishments—all university institutes and govern-
ment research laboratories active in nuclear research and development 
in food and agriculture. At first glance, this trip appears to be a facsimile 
of the previous one, to the U.S. But, on closer examination, it appears 
to be a display of British rather than American achievements in the 
food sector. The delegations’ conclusions emphasized the need for bet-
ter training of graduates in agricultural science, including elementary 
courses in atomic science. Great Britain had already established a train-
ing center in Harwell that was to be comparable to the American facility 
in Oak Ridge.53

As the final part of Project No. 396, a “working conference” was 
organized in consultation with the European Nuclear Energy Agency 
and held at the OEEC headquarters in Paris, in July of 1958. Here, the 
U.S. consultants presented the results of their surveys. The outcome of 
the conference was remarkable in several respects. Unlike the second 
Atoms for Peace conference in Geneva earlier that year—a conference 
dominated by a pessimistic view of nuclear energy’s potential—the Paris 
conference was overly optimistic. Its recommendations called for more 
investment and more activities to close the gap between research and 
“application on the farm and the plant level.” Another recommenda-
tion read: “In the irradiation field it seems clear that within a decade or 
so the application of gamma radiation or the use of such machines as 
linear accelerators might well prove to be economic.”54

The last and most detailed recommendations dealt with “International 
Co-operation.” The European Productivity Agency was thought to be the 
most appropriate body to organize a supply chain for irradiated food at 
the European level. This meant “maintain[ing] a very close  connection 
on the international level between associations representing  producers, 
marketing organizations, the food industry and wholesale and retail 
distribution associations as well as associations for  consumers.”55 
Linking all actors in the irradiated-foods supply chain throughout 
Western Europe would result in an “irradiation chain” that resembled 
the cold chain—another series of European Productivity Agency projects 
 initiated in the early 1950s.56

A related project was proposed to the agency for inter-European 
cooperation: Norman W. Desrosier suggested that the EUROCHEMIC 
Company’s plant for reprocessing irradiated fuel in Mol, Belgium, 
become “a pilot plant for testing the food irradiation processes and for 
training industrial research workers.” Desrosier was a U.S. consultant 
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and director of the Food Radiation Preservation Division at the Chicago-
based Quartermaster Food and Container Institute for the Armed 
Forces. Desrosier envisioned the Mol pilot plant as a promising com-
plement to the U.S. Army’s pilot-plant project in Stockton, California. 
The experience gained from both pilot plants, he stipulated, would 
enable food-processing organizations in OEEC countries “to formu-
late plans for the integration of radio-stabilised foods into the current 
 channels of food distribution.”57

Thus, for Desrosier, just as for his co-workers at the European 
Productivity Agency, irradiated food appeared to be on the verge of 
entering the market. They suggested developing alliances in order to help 
parlay research results into industrial applications. They also called for 
joint research projects and better regional cooperation, in Scandinavia 
and the Mediterranean region, for example. Although the agency’s 
assumption about the short-term future of irradiated food soon proved 
to be far too optimistic, Project No. 396 was vital: it opened the door 
for developing close inter-European cooperation on the application of 

Figure 3.3 To some experts, irradiated food appeared to be on the verge of 
entering the market in the 1950s. Featured here: an irradiation canal containing 
spent fuel elements from the reactor at the Nuclear Energy Study Center in Mol, 
Belgium.
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atomic science in agriculture and food. The project worked as a lever of 
both Americanization—given that Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace initia-
tive propelled atomic agriculture and food—and Europeanization, given 
how the project facilitated the emergence of a research and develop-
ment network in food and agriculture. This network fostered European 
collaboration in an array of follow-up activities, such as the inaugura-
tion of a European Society of Nuclear Agriculture, formed at a confer-
ence at the Agricultural University in Wageningen, the Netherlands, 
in 1969.58 Nuclear agriculture did not meet the high expectations that 
many had invested in the “radiant food” idea. Nuclear agriculture did, 
however, prove to be a significant step in the transition toward science-
based food chains—food chains free of traditional constraints such as 
the geography and climate determined by the local region.

Cooperation and Conflict

The modernization of food chains ranked high among the U.S. recov-
ery and stabilization projects for war-ravaged Europe. Modernizing 
food chains was also a priority of European governments; it was part 
of rebuilding their countries. The Soviet Union—the other superpower 
emerging from the battlefields of the Second World War—was not able 
to provide food aid for its bloc partners plagued by food shortages; the 
Soviet Union itself depended on help from the United States. Thus, 
relying on its highly productive food chains, the U.S. could provide 
food aid and serve as a model for the reconstruction process within its 
sphere of influence west of the Iron Curtain. America’s dual interest 
was to stabilize Western Europe politically and to develop it as a market 
for American foods—not to mention as a market for agricultural and 
industrial consumer goods. And these interests meshed with the need 
of Western European governments to secure food and other goods for 
their populations after years of shortages and privation.

This common interest, however, did not instantly erase the different 
experiences and attitudes toward agriculture and food that had devel-
oped on both sides of the Atlantic during the first half of the twentieth 
century. For example, the European resistance to accepting de-population 
of the countryside persisted after the Second World War. The U.S. agri-
cultural economist Paul Lamartine Yates, who worked for the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) as the regional 
representative for Europe until the late 1960s, criticized the majority of 
European governments for opposing “any diminution in farm numbers, 
thereby retarding industrial growth and adding to the inflation danger.”59 
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Many reasons contributed to this attitude, including: national security 
concerns, the wish to maintain a healthy balance of payments through 
import substitution, the imperfections of the labor market, conscription 
requirements in case of a new war (the farming population was perceived 
as able to supply the majority of soldiers), the desire to help disadvan-
taged regions, as well as an idealization of farming as the most socially 
healthy way of life. Thus, European agricultural lobby groups had success-
fully pushed for agricultural policies to be categorized not as food policies 
but as social policies. This decision favored the farmers and operated to 
the detriment of consumers. 

With these pro-farmer policies in place, the majority of European 
governments—with the exception of Denmark and, to some extent, the 
Netherlands—set up farm income support programs.60 Now, even small 
farms with limited potential for increased efficiency could survive: this 
hampered farm modernization projects. It also decelerated the transi-
tion to the Fordist consumption regime: for the consumer, the percent-
age of the household budget spent on food was still relatively high; this 
failure of food prices to drop quickly also hindered consumers’ capacity 
to buy more non-food products and services. Food expenditures in 
OECD countries fell from 18.1 percent of gross national product in 
1956 to 15.5 percent in 1966. Food expenditures were lowest in the 
United States, with a percentage of 12.2 in 1966 and highest in Greece, 
with a percentage of 28.4 during the same year, followed by Italy 
(23.9 percent), Ireland (22.5 percent), West Germany (19.4 percent), 
and France (18.5 percent).61 Yates, the FAO regional representative for 
Europe, urged the agricultural establishment not to use subsidies to 
keep small farms alive. Instead, he advocated production of market-
able products in fewer but much bigger farms. In this constellation, 
electrical energy, irrigated plots, and scientifically bred livestock could 
be used more efficiently, based, as they were, on economies of scale.62 
In fact, the feasibility of many of these suggestions had already been 
explored in projects conducted by the European Productivity Agency. 
In essence, Europeans too, wanted modernity—but without sacrificing 
the romance of farming as a way of life.

The social-policy approach to farming gained traction when a com-
mon Western European agricultural policy was established as part of 
the European Economic Union.63 It proved a difficult process, however, 
and the agreements leading to an agricultural union were attained only 
gradually and partially. Ironically for the United States, the European 
discontent with the U.S. Food for Peace Program became a driving force 
behind forging the new agreements: it was Food for Peace that had 
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brought highly subsidized food products to the European market in the 
first place.64

Thus, the American Food for Peace Program did not impart freedom 
to its European allies; rather, the program conveyed an experience of 
American hegemony. As collaboration via the European Productivity 
Agency and transatlantic communications illustrate, European coun-
terparts were more likely to accept help with process innovations along 
the food chain than with product innovations. By selectively appro-
priating the American model, Western European countries modernized 
and extended their food chains. Accordingly, science and technology 
became ever more important facets of food, and food supplies became 
abundant. Western Europe gradually transitioned to the Fordist con-
sumption regime, although foodways and cuisines remained distinc-
tively European, given that ways of cooking and eating continued to 
differ, not just nationally, but regionally. But the meaning of foodways 
and cuisines did change: they lost their old function of conveying trust 
in food65 and became essential ingredients of cultural lifestyles, which 
consumers could, indeed, choose at will.
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4
Tackling Norwegian Cold: The 
Breakthrough of Home Freezing
Terje Finstad, Stig Kvaal, and Per Østby

During the 1950s and 1960s, Norwegian life changed socially, economi-
cally, culturally—comprehensively. One manifestation of this change 
was the new products that found their way into daily life. The car, the 
TV, and the home freezer, for example, became embedded in Norwegian 
lifestyles—and pivotal to the country’s transformation. Modern tech-
nologies signaled that Norwegian society was advancing; the car, TV, 
and home freezer were powerful symbols of progress and the modern 
way of life. Indeed, the significance of the home freezer surpassed its 
practical use: the freezer’s introduction and its growth spurred new 
 lifestyles and new consumption regimes.1

As many sociologists and historians of technology have shown, 
however, the choices of users and consumers are usually anything but 
self-evident. Often, during the early stages of a diffusion process, many 
different technological solutions remain available; only as the process 
advances do selected solutions emerge as dominant. For example, in the 
early days of household refrigeration, gas refrigerators existed alongside 
electric models, scholar Ruth Schwartz Cowan has shown. The battle for 
market dominance between the gas and electric industries resulted in 
a victory for the electric refrigerator.2 Cowan’s example emphasizes the 
importance of challenging the reductive assumption that consumers 
and users simply choose the “best” technology. Instead, she urges, it is 
canny to ask how a particular technology became part of everyday life.

In this chapter, we reference Cowan’s argument about technology’s 
pivotal role in forming and transforming societies. We argue that the 
choice of one technological alternative over another can reveal infor-
mation about a society’s values. Technological choices are linked to ide-
ology, after all. So, it is important to investigate the actors who promote 
a particular technology and to explore their interests in doing so.3
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During the 1950s and 1960s, American technology—along with 
American consumer products, movies, literature, and advertising, for 
example—became increasingly important to Norwegian mass culture. 
Traditionally, Norway had taken its cultural and technological cues 
from other parts of Europe, including Germany, Great Britain, and even 
the Soviet Union. After the Second World War, however, the United 
States became the main source of technology, of ideas, and of visions 
for Norway and, indeed, much of Europe.

The United States also featured in creating Norway’s mass-consumer 
society. The “American” model—namely the Fordist model, in which 
everyone has access to an enormous variety of mass-produced con-
sumer products—apparently became a standard of comparison in the 
development of postwar Norwegian society.4 Undoubtedly, the United 
States was a technological role model for many in Norway after the 
war—and perhaps even more importantly, the American dream was a 
rhetorical resource (see also David Nye’s chapter in this volume). And 
so we explore the technologies, the products, and the dreams that 
came from the United States, in terms of who, in Norway, imported, 
transformed, and mediated these elements.5 Indeed, in this chapter we 
explore how home-freezing technologies were imported and further 
appropriated by Norwegian society. By looking at the mediators pro-
moting these technologies to the Norwegian public, we analyze the 
freezer as a catalyst to the formation of new food-consumption regimes, 
new foodways.6

Importing Technology and Knowledge

During the Second World War, the Norwegian government’s exiled 
officials busily made plans. From their temporary base in London, they 
plotted the liberation of Norway as well as the country’s postwar recon-
struction and modernization. Industry committees were set up to study 
the latest technological developments in the fields of particular interest 
to Norwegian industry; the countries of interest were Great Britain and 
the United States.7 In compiling this information, the committee cast 
its net wide, reporting, for example, that the Americans had constructed 
so-called freezer-locker plants, where people could rent a locker and 
store their foodstuffs. In many ways, the lockers themselves were similar 
visually to the lockers found in many schools today. The freezer-locker 
plants consisted of a large, refrigerated room containing small lockers 
of about a hundred liters each. The size of the plants varied; they often 
contained approximately 500 or more lockers.8
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Construction of these plants had begun in the 1930s. By 1946, more 
than 11,000 freezer-locker plants in the United States serviced some 3.3 
million families: 13 million individuals. Most of the freezing facilities 
were owned by private companies, which were often engaged in com-
mercial activities beyond the freezer plants.9 This category of freezing 
solution was an important service in rural parts of the United States 
for some twenty years; but, by 1950, the American heyday of freezer-
locker plants was over. For Northern Europe, however, this same period 
marked the freezer-locker’s popularity.10  

We view the spread of freezer-locker plants as the outcome of initia-
tives taken during and after the Second World War. This link between 
Cold War politics and consumption technologies may not be obvious. 

Figure 4.1 In this photo, two women place food in their freezer-lockers. The 
plain, non-branded packaging suggests that they have prepared the food 
themselves.
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But the connection is evident: it was during the Cold War that new 
international organizations—primarily the United Nations (UN) and the 
Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC)—were created 
to generate growth and development. So-called “productivity missions” 
to promote the exchange of knowledge and technology were estab-
lished by the UN, the Marshall Plan’s Technical Assistance Program, and 
the Norwegian government. The U.S. was not the only inspiration, 
however. During the interwar period, a Norwegian socialist movement, 
Towards Dawn (Mot Dag), and later the Social Democratic Party, devel-
oped an affinity for the economic and social experiments in the Soviet 
Union. In the years following the end of German occupation, this effort 
was to a certain degree continued even if the Social Democrats had bro-
ken their ties to the Comintern during the 1920s and followed a reform-
ist line.11 The planned-economy experiments were part of the quest for 
efficiency and technological development promoted by the Marshall 
Plan. Norwegian political leaders, labor union delegates, and industrial 
leaders visited the United States to learn about industrial development 
and consumer behavior. But the delegation returned with far more than 
the lessons of efficiency and innovation: the visitors brought home new 
ideas about how to build a “good” society—a process that was largely 
synonymous with promoting consumer happiness.

A course on food freezing arranged by the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the UN in Copenhagen in 1948 is one example of these 
efforts. The participants included key figures in European agriculture, 
domestic-science institutions, and technical and scientific circles. The 
stated purpose of these efforts was to improve European productivity. 
The freezer-locker plant was among the technologies that Norwegian 
delegates encountered through the course. One of these delegates, 
Bergliot Qviller Werenskiold, headed the State Research Institute of 
Home Economics (Statens forsøksvirksomhet i husstell or SRIHE), which 
had been established in 1936 to modernize Norwegian households. 
Werenskiold encouraged building such plants in Norway.12 Further, 
Werenskiold became an important mediator between industrialists, 
technocrats, and Norwegian housewives.

Technology for Better Nutrition

In the years after the Second World War, the construction of freezer-
locker plants took off in Norway. By 1951, there were approximately 
200 collective freezer facilities nationwide.13 Five years later, the number 
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of such units had doubled, and the number of individual rental lockers 
had grown to 70,000.14 By the end of the 1950s, Norway had more than 
a thousand freezer-locker plants containing in excess of 150,000 lock-
ers. This meant that more than 15 percent of households were renting a 
locker or in any case had access to a locker.15 What, exactly, was behind 
the freezer locker’s popularity in Norway?

Norway suffered a shortage of many foodstuffs in the aftermath 
of the war. The country’s foreign currency reserves were limited, 
and reconstruction was prioritized over consumption. In the years 
between 1945 and 1960, all types of imported goods were restricted 
due to a lack of foreign currency. Foods that were not perceived as 
essential were strictly rationed in an effort to secure enough food 
for the whole population while at the same time keeping imports 
low. Sugar was one of the products rationed until 1951, leading to a 
shortage. This complicated the preservation of fruits and berries by 
making jam or juice, prompting the Norwegian National Nutritional 
Council (Statens Ernæringsråd) to research the prospect of freezing 
as an efficient food-preservation method.16 So, the appropriation of 
American agricultural solutions was linked to the Norwegian shortage 
of consumer goods.

At this time, Norway was a rural country with low levels of urbaniza-
tion. With food-store shelves stocked only sparsely, the ideal of self-
sufficiency held great appeal. For example, people fished, foraged for 
berries, and grew their own crops to obtain enough food for themselves 
and their families. It was important to preserve the food that one man-
aged to procure, given the food shortage; this, combined with the short 
supply of sugar, made frozen food a promising alternative. At the same 
time, the SRIHE pointed out that, as the storage method with the low-
est impact on nutritional value, freezing technology could provide great 
nutritional benefits.17

The freezer-locker was understood as a technology that not only extended 
the life of raw materials, but it helped to improve the Norwegian diet—
as well as national public health.18 In essence, the freezer-locker facilities 
constituted a health technology. Why, though, did Norwegian govern-
ment officials choose to promote collective freezer units rather than 
home freezers? After all, the home freezer was a known breakthrough in 
the United States at the time, and access to home freezers clearly spared 
housewives from having to leave their homes to freeze food. Surely 
the home freezer would have been a more labor-saving solution to the 
problem of food conservation?
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Norway’s Collective Ways of Life

Norwegian import restrictions on freezing machinery presented an 
important reason for favoring collective freezer facilities over home 
freezers.19 The Norwegian ban on importing compressors for the con-
struction of home freezers was in effect until 1956.20 Centralized freezer-
locker units reduced the need for imported parts; offering freezer-locker 
plants for private use could be coordinated with building facilities for 
the refrigeration and freezing of dairy products and more. Another con-
tributing factor was the country’s electricity supply, which was rather 
unstable during this period.21 Generators could be used to protect col-
lective freezer units against the effects of power cuts; obtaining the same 
protection for private households would have been difficult and costly.

The solution that would have best served the individual housewife, 
then, was not necessarily a sustainable solution for society at large. 
Indeed, a free flow of ideas across borders influenced the visions that 
guided postwar reconstruction, but the infrastructure for bringing the 
actual goods into the country was less straightforward. The appropria-
tion process was therefore guided by clear-cut necessities as well as by 
political ideology. The Norwegian move to build collective freezer units 
represented aligning American industrial models with the planned-
economy thinking that swayed Norwegian political ideology at the 
time. This becomes obvious when examining who built the food-
freezing facilities.

In some areas of Norway, the municipal authorities took responsibil-
ity for the construction of collective freezer facilities.22 In other parts of 
the country, the construction was organized by individuals who formed 
cooperative societies dedicated to building small freezer-locker units.23 
This cooperative effort coexisted with another cooperative approach to 
the construction of freezer plants. Oddvar Lund, head of the Ministry 
of Agriculture’s office for horticulture, was convinced that the freezer-
locker facilities should be operated on a cooperative basis and that the 
local dairies were fully qualified for the task.24 In many small towns, the 
Norwegian Dairy Cooperative was a central actor in the development of 
freezer-locker facilities.25

Unions and cooperatives—rather than a privately owned food-freezing 
industry—were usually responsible for the construction of freezer-locker 
plants. The plants were expensive to build, and the unions had the 
great advantage of receiving government subsidies for the purpose. In 
its 1953 election manifesto, the Labor Party stated that efforts of this 
kind should be encouraged: “An important prerequisite for rational 
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and profitable agriculture is close cooperation between production and 
sales. All efforts aimed at achieving such cooperation must continue to 
receive state subsidies. This concerns dairy cooperatives; silage plants; 
refrigeration and freezer plants.”26

Unlike in the United States, in Norway it was the state that subsidized 
cooperatives.27 For example, Norwegian cooperatives were allowed to 
keep 40 percent of the sales tax for investment in a construction fund. 
In addition, they were given interest-free government loans. In contrast, 
private providers received no help in the form of interest-free loans or 
grants.28 The construction of freezer plants was organized in a more col-
lectively oriented manner than in the U.S. Norway’s social democratic 
government wanted state-controlled communal facilities and collectives 
rather than private solutions.

It is clear that the initial inspiration for developing a system of freez-
ing food in collective freezer plants came from the United States; and, 
as in America, this system was also used to regulate the prices of meat 
and vegetables to a certain extent. The differences between the two 
countries are more striking than the similarities, however. In Norway, 
freezer lockers were used primarily to preserve self-produced foods. The 
freezer-locker plants were well suited to the Norwegian reality of the 
early postwar period, which was characterized by a scarcity of goods. 
Norway’s food-freezing facilities were seen as a component part of the 
effort to build a modern society, for which social democracy formed the 
backdrop. As such, these facilities were regarded as social technologies 
rather than technologies of consumption; from their inception, they 
were linked to what can be called a collectivist consumption regime.

The Emergence of the “Norwegian” Home Freezer

The first home freezers made their way into American homes in the 
late 1930s; only after the Second World War did freezer sales take off. 
In 1946, approximately 200,000 freezers were produced in the U.S. By 
1949, American households owned some 1.2 million home freezers.29 
During the same period, there was no production of home freezers 
in Norway due to the import restrictions on essential components.30 
Meanwhile, Norwegian industrialists were convinced that the produc-
tion of home freezers would be permitted sooner or later: they saw that 
refrigerators with small freezer compartments gradually entered the 
Norwegian market—making it possible for individual households to 
store industrially produced frozen food for home use. Indeed, the home 
freezer atttracted the industry’s interest.
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Among those committed to the future of freezers was the Aanonsen 
Company, whose products included refrigerator display cases in grocery 
stores.31 In 1956, the company built a new factory outside Oslo. That 
same year, the import restrictions were eased on refrigeration machinery 
for the production of home freezers.32 This was also the year of a visit to 
the United States by Aanonsen’s construction manager, R.F. Hermansen. 
The purpose of the trip was to study home-freezer manufacturing—and 
to build contacts with American firms.33 Aanonsen embarked on a joint 
venture with the American Motors Corporation’s Leonard Division. 
This gave Aanonsen access to freezing-technology expertise. Aanonsen 
designed the home-freezer cabinet, but American Motors retained the 
right to conduct the quality testing.34 Thus, the so-called domestically 
produced home freezers were not “completely Norwegian” as adver-
tised, but hybrids, created via the encounter between American and 
Norwegian industry.

Approximately a thousand home freezers were sold in Norway dur-
ing that first year of “domestic production.”35 Paradoxically, the figures 
dropped the following year.36 By 1959, a total of some 6,500 home 
freezers had been sold nationwide.37 It was only in 1962 that the sale of 
home freezers took hold, with a turnover that year of between 20,000 
and 25,000 freezers.38 Three years later, the turnover had increased 
to some 70,000. This translated to approximately 250,000 Norwegian 
households—or 22 percent of the total—owning a home freezer.39 
Freezer lockers were the technology of the 1950s; by the 1960s, the 
future apparently belonged to the home freezer. Undoubtedly, it was 
large-scale changes in the Norwegian economy that spurred the pur-
chase of home freezers. Norwegians, like most Europeans, became more 
affluent in the 1960s, and that enabled more household appliances.40

In Line with New Lifestyles?

The journal of the Norwegian frozen-food industry, Norsk Fryserinæring, 
predicted that the collective freezer plants would run into problems due 
to Norwegian consumers’ access to home freezers. This prognosis was 
based on U.S. developments: the number of customers per plant had 
dropped from 414 in 1946 to 343 in 1950.41 Meanwhile, in Norway, 
the SRIHE promoted food-freezer facilities as a time- and labor-saving 
technology, consistent with a carefully planned and rational lifestyle. 
The reality, though, was that collective facilities placed considerable 
demands on one’s lifestyle—if proper use was to be made of the freezers. 
One problem was that many customers had to travel far to reach the 
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nearest unit. Another problem was the difficulty of planning meals far 
in advance. In short, it was not the remote freezer locker but the home 
freezer that adapted better to unplanned events. So, when the shortages 
of money, materials, and electricity disappeared, so, too did the advantages 
of the collective freezer.

In many ways, the SRIHE was an extension of the state-initiated 
campaign to improve the health of the Norwegian population; by link-
ing scientific knowledge of food with the political message of the Labor 
Party, the SRIHE became a mediator in that campaign. The organization 
translated the message of a modern welfare state into household routines 
that could be communicated to housewives. Given this focus on the 
greater good, it is hardly surprising that the SRIHE promoted collective 
solutions such as freezer plants. For years after collective solutions—and, 
indeed, the larger planned-economy approach—declined, the SRIHE 
retained its emphasis on nutrition and a healthy lifestyle.42

In light of the anticipated competition, many freezer plants adopted 
new practices. For example, in 1952, the Norwegian food industry’s jour-
nal reported that freezer-plant operators had introduced a service to help 
customers wrap their food, and, more importantly, introduced a system of 
ordering so that customers could buy food in volume and receive a dis-
count. This yielded lower prices than the local supermarket could offer.43 
In principle, this reform of collective consumption could have fended off 
the challenge of the home freezer; but apparently, the days of collective 
living were drawing to a close. A 1956 article in The Housewife’s Magazine 
(Husmorbladet) claimed that individualism was on the rise: “These days, 
there is a conflict between collective solutions and the individual. In the 
1930s, people were looking forward to all kinds of collective solutions, but 
most people have turned out to be more and more individually minded.”44

Housewives abandoned the freezer-locker unit, a technology tied to 
a discourse of not only better nutrition, but to shortages of sugar and 
other foods; electrical-power problems; the importance of communal 
solutions; lack of construction materials; rationing; and import restric-
tions. One by one, each of these factors lost its significance: the condi-
tions that once contributed to the collective freezer-locker as a good 
solution had all but disappeared.

At the same time, home economics teachers were apparently influ-
enced by a new narrative, which featured the home freezer as a time- 
and labor-saving technology. Like the freezer-locker plants, the home 
freezer helped improve general health—but it also eased the burden of 
housework.45 And this, indeed, became the focus: making housewives’ 
domestic work more efficient. This was, in fact, good advertising for the 
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manufacturers of home-freezing technology, as Aanonsen’s branding of 
home freezers will demonstrate.

The Home Freezer: A Technology for All

Aanonsen’s marketing materials can provide us with an idea of how 
“ideological” elements were constructed around the home freezer. In 
what ways was the public made aware of the existence of the home 
freezer and how was it presented? Aanonsen used the magazine All about 
Cold (Alt om Kaldt) to advertise its goods.46 In an article about its first 
home freezer, the company claimed that, to date, housewives had relied 
on freezer-locker facilities to preserve their food. But, the article claimed, 
“[A]ny housewife would, of course, prefer to keep her frozen foodstuffs in 
her own home. Here, the home freezer marks a new phase in the rational-
ization of food preparation, saving work, time, and money.”47 Aanonsen 
tapped into the rationalization discourse, emphasizing that the home 
freezer represented a more rational technology than the freezer-locker 
plants. With the help of the home freezer, the housewife could be spared 
time-consuming trips to the collective freezer-locker unit.

The freezer was also linked to the ideal of self-sufficiency. The adver-
tisements presented the home freezer as a technological appliance 
that made it easy for the housewife to preserve ingredients she had 
cultivated or harvested herself; the technology also allowed her to buy 
ingredients when they were at their cheapest. Ads featured this message, 
accompanied by a photograph of a mother and daughter removing food 
from a freezer. A traditional storehouse can be seen in the background. 
In addition to the photograph and text, there are two drawings. One 
shows a housewife standing by her home freezer; she gazes out the 
window while waving to a woman carrying bundles who is struggling 
to get home from the supermarket in a downpour. The message is that 
a housewife who owns a home freezer will be spared from having to 
venture out in bad weather, loaded down by heavy bags of groceries: 
owning a home freezer is like having an at-home supermarket. The sec-
ond drawing shows a couple welcoming surprise visitors. They accom-
modate easily—thanks to their home freezer, which contains cakes and 
other foods suitable for entertaining.48

The advertisements created a multi-layered narrative about the 
merits of the home freezer. The freezer was primarily a rationalization 
tool that made it easy to preserve the fruits of the soil. At the same 
time, it was a means by which the household could save on grocery 
purchases—both financially and via the efficiencies of buying food in 
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bulk. The advertising presented the freezer, both visually and textually, 
as a technology suited to modern life. Clearly, these ads did not equate 
the freezer’s introduction with a total break from the past. Linking the 
home freezer and the storehouse created continuity between traditional 
food-storage practices and the innovation of home freezing. In essence, 
freezer manufacturers cast the home freezer as a modern storehouse.

Presenting people with home freezers as role models to be emu-
lated was a common strategy in Aanonsen’s marketing. All about Cold 
published several articles about families who had acquired the home 
freezer.49 The articles took readers on a tour of Norway’s social strata. 
This parade of families from different classes—all posed beside their 
freezers—contained a targeted message. Aanonsen signaled that the 
freezer was not only a technology for the affluent and for those with 
special needs: it was a practical appliance that satisfied everyone’s needs. 
Displaying the range of families—from humble to wealthy—was part of 
a concerted effort to turn the freezer into a must-have technology.

The fact that Aanonsen marketed the home freezer as a technology 
for everyone did not mean that freezers were necessarily inexpensive 
or even universally available. In 1956, the cost of a small (100-liter) 
freezer corresponded approximately with the average blue-collar work-
ers wages for two months. Larger freezers cost about double that, if not 
more.50 The price of freezers remained relatively stable throughout the 
1950s and 1960s.51 Clearly, the purchase of a home freezer represented 
a considerable investment.52 So, in purely economic terms, there is little 
evidence that the freezer, in its early years, comprised a technology for 
all—despite Aanonsen’s advertising messaging. Nevertheless, approxi-
mately 250,000 Norwegian households— about one-third—owned a 
home freezer by 1965.53

Why did so many households purchase home freezers despite the 
hefty investment? Freezer manufacturers offered favorable financing: 
a mere 25 percent of the full sum was required in cash at the point of 
purchase; the rest could be paid in installments during the following 
eighteen months. Some manufacturers even offered a three-year deal.54 
The rhetoric that positioned the freezer as a must-have, combined with 
the easy access to credit, soon made the home freezer a standard feature 
of practically every home.

Mediating Consumption?

Books on deep freezing were an important part of the freezing indus-
try’s marketing of the home freezer. These were often included when 
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Figure 4.2 In this advertisement for the manufacturer Aanonsen, the headline 
reads: “Aanonsen Home Freezer: The Modern Storehouse”—a portrayal of the 
home freezer as a continuation of traditional storage practices.
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people bought a home freezer. Home freezing was by no means an exclu-
sively Norwegian phenomenon. American housewives had long enjoyed 
access to books on home freezing and many of the “Norwegian” books 
were actually translations of Swedish books.55 The fact that Swedish 
rather than American role models were used links to the closer kinship 
Norwegians felt with Swedish food traditions and culture. Combining 
books with advertising was not unique to the Norwegian context: it 
was part of an international trend led by American corporations. The 
field of home economics inspired the creation of the SRIHE, but, at the 
same time, those trained in this field were often hired by companies to 
“enlighten” the public about different products. This information was 
often linked directly to the promotion of specific goods. In Norway, 
too, information about home freezers came from sources close to the 
home-freezing industry.56

Not only did the home freezer become vital to family households, but 
it became vital to the food-processing industry as a catalyst for indus-
trial production, distribution, and consumption of fish and vegetables. 
The significance of the centralized freezer facilities is much less evident 
in this context. In 1959, a number of companies jointly established the 
Deep-Freezing Office (Dypfrysningskontoret or DFO). The participating 
companies were Norwegian Frozen Fish (Norsk Frossenfisk), Findus, 
Aanonsen, Lehmkuhl, and Strømmen Værksted. The DFO was formed 
to promote “sound development [of frozen foods] with respect to the 
correct use and increased consumption of frozen foods.” At the same 
time, the DFO was to “promote the acquisition and proper use of freez-
ing equipment.”57 The DFO was headed by one of Norway’s leading 
celebrities, the radio star Rolf Kirkvaag. Compared to the SRIHE—which 
had, until that point been the information hub—the DFO was an alto-
gether different kind of institution. While the SRIHE had tried to pro-
mote “neutral” information independent of commercial connections, 
the DFO was owned and run by large industrial actors. By combining 
education, advertising, and entertainment, the DFO acted as a mediator 
between housewives and commercial interests.

A closer look at the 1965 book written by the DFO’s Bjørg Eliassen 
reveals that it contains much the same information as the booklet The 
Freezing of Food (Frysing av Matvarer), published by the SRIHE. We Are 
Deep-Freezing (Vi Dypfryser) is considerably more extensive, however, 
and includes information about the freezing of everything from meats 
to desserts and baked goods. Eliassen was clear about the primacy of 
home freezers: “There is no doubt that, in the long run, it pays to have 
your own home freezer.” Her arguments in favor of buying a home 
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freezer mirrored those of SRIHE researchers: the freezer was practical 
because it was easily accessible, and, in the long run, it would make 
financial sense to own one. Eliassen’s book went beyond the idea of 
freezing self-produced and self-procured food, however: the book also 
promoted “manufactured frozen food.”58

According to Eliassen, commercially produced frozen food repre-
sented a solution to many of the housewife’s problems:

The housewife is spared time-consuming work, such as peeling, clean-
ing, and rinsing. This way, she saves time and avoids the boring tasks 
involved in preparing food. At the same time, she can rest assured that 
the family is fed nutritious food. If you have a home freezer in your 
house or a freezer chest in your basement, you can purchase ingredi-
ents for several days’ dinners in one go. You can save a great deal of 
time by not having to do the shopping every day. By supplementing 
your own home freezing with [commercially] manufactured frozen 
food, you also achieve more variation in your “modern storehouse.”59

Here, the home freezer, that modern storehouse, is linked directly to 
commercially manufactured frozen food. Thus, the DFO’s book on 
freezing was more than a publication aimed at enlightening the popula-
tion: the book was a means of achieving the dual goals of compelling 
Norwegians to buy both a home freezer and frozen foods. Just as the 
SRIHE had done previously, Eliassen appealed to the housewife’s con-
science and showed her the prospect of an easier everyday life; but this 
time, it was advertising dressed up as “factual information.”

A community of stakeholders evolved around the home freezer. Some 
portrayed the freezer as a vehicle for self-sufficiency and inexpensive 
purchases. Others saw it as a storage unit for mass-produced frozen foods. 
These were complementary rather than opposing interests. The SRIHE was 
eager to link the home freezer to the frozen food produced by people in 
their own homes, while SRIHE members also viewed mass-produced fro-
zen food in a positive light. After analyzing the frozen pollock produced 
by the companies Norwegian Frozen Fish and Freia, the SRIHE made a dec-
laration that illustrates their position: “If frozen pollock can be purchased 
as a product as fine as this, it is an excellent and convenient food.”60

Industry’s Highway to the Home

The DFO’s dual promotion of home freezers and mass-produced frozen 
foods warrants a closer look at frozen-food producers’ interests in the 
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home freezer. In 1949, Nils L.S. Jacobsen of the Association of Norwegian 
Cold-Storage Plants (Norske Fryseriers Forening) commented that many 
people in the freezing industry mistakenly feared that home freezing 
would compete with that industry. After all, home freezing enabled 
housewives to produce their own frozen food rather than buying their 
food from the industry. Referring to experiences that Niels W. Pettersen-
Hagh, among others, had brought home from a study trip to the United 
States, Jacobsen asserted that this was not the case:

Perhaps more than any other factor [in the making of a Norwegian 
market for frozen foods], home freezing helps break down traditional 
resistance to a new form of [food] preservation, giving housewives 
first-hand experience of the advantages of preservation by freezing. 
So let us hope that it won’t be too long before it is also possible to 
purchase these freezers in our country at an affordable price.61

Nils W. Pettersen-Hagh was one of the founders of the DFO and an assis-
tant manager at the East Norwegian Cold-Storage Plants (Østlandske 
Fryserier). He took the same position as Jacobsen, and during a study 
trip to the United States in 1955, he identified the home freezer as the 
missing link in the cold chain: “The home freezers constitute the basis 
for the great success of frozen foods in the United States because they 
bring the last link of the cold chain out to the consumers.” According 
to Pettersen-Hagh, sales of frozen foods in Norway matched those in 
America before home freezers boomed in Norway; he considered it 
likely that “the lifting of restrictions on the manufacturing and sale 
of home freezers [would] give a significant boost to the sale of frozen 
products and create the conditions required for continued expansion.” 
He went so far as to say that the lack of home-freezer manufacturing 
in Norway prevented a “natural development of these products in [our 
country].”62 

Such ideas also resonated on a European level. In 1960, Otto Hanssen, 
director of Norwegian Frozen Fish, submitted a report to the European 
Productivity Agency of the OEEC. Addressing the marketing and use 
of frozen fish in Europe, the report was later presented to a joint meet-
ing of the European freezing industry and marketing experts. Hanssen 
claimed that the failure of the frozen-food industry to grow in Europe 
was attributable to the general lack of home freezers—consumers were 
not sufficiently “frozen-food minded.” Only when they had their own 
home freezers could housewives discover that potential of frozen foods 
to help make their housekeeping more efficient:
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However eager to buy frozen foods the housewife may be, the quan-
tity of each purchase must be restricted to the amount used for one 
meal, unless she has the facilities to preserve that food for longer 
periods.63

What Hanssen was saying was not that the frozen-food industry 
depended on the home freezer, but that it could be instrumental in 
changing people’s attitudes toward frozen foods. Enabling the house-
wife to make large purchases of the products manufactured by the food 
industry, the home freezer would alert women to the advantages of 
frozen foodstuffs. Apparently, the rise of the home freezer and increased 
consumption of commercially frozen foods were seen as interconnected 
phenomena. Hanssen’s report shows that Norway was not the only 
country in which the home freezer was understood in this way: the 
association between the home freezer and the frozen-food industry was 
a European phenomenon.

Figure 4.3 In this ad, the home freezer contains mostly industrially produced 
frozen foods. For Europeans, this was not the norm: freezers were used primarily 
to store home-produced foods. 
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Kirkvaag summarized the home freezer’s significance for the frozen-
food market in a talk given at the 1960 refrigeration conference in Oslo. 
According to Kirkvaag, the Americans had a saying: “Home freezing is 
to the deep-freezing industry as the highway is to the automobile.”64 At 
a meeting of the Norwegian Refrigeration Organization two years later, 
Kirkvaag explained that home freezers would eventually become “a stor-
age unit for mass-produced frozen foods.”65 Thus, the home freezer had a 
double identity. On one hand, it served a commercial consumption regime 
of must-have home appliances and frozen foods. On the other hand, the 
freezer supported a consumption regime based on self-made foods.66

Conclusion

The first Norwegian experiments with freezing had taken place imme-
diately after the Second World War; within just over a decade, freezing 
technologies were fully adopted in Norway. It was a remarkably painless 
process, particularly given the high economic costs, the need for various 
infrastructures, as well as the knowledge and change of habits required. 
What, exactly, propelled the triumph of the home freezer in Norway—
and how “American” was this triumph?

The reliance on collective solutions differentiates the Norwegian 
approach from American developments of the same era. Throughout 
the 1950s, the cooperative spirit affected the politics of housing and 
the consumption of technology and food in Norway as well as other 
Scandinavian countries. Many of the cooperative freezer facilities built 
in this period and shaped by its cooperative spirit remained in use well 
into the 1970s. This was fully in line with the government’s preference 
for communal provisions. Through grants and regulations, the govern-
ment sought to support ventures that satisfied the social democratic 
ideals of large-scale operations and collective facilities. The centralized 
plants harmonized with the great modernization project. At the same 
time, deep freezing became an important part of the discourse on nutri-
tion and the government’s efforts to improve public health: freezer 
technology contributed mightily to a sound diet and adequate nutrition 
for all segments of the population. The collective freezing facilities, how-
ever, proved to be a transitional technology—just as in the United States.

As Norwegian families started to use the new centralized facilities, 
the home freezer was about to assume market dominance in the United 
States. Norway followed the same course, but with a considerable delay. 
This time lag can be attributed to domestic circumstances such as lim-
ited access to the necessary freezing technology. The central plants thus 
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represented a way of distributing scarce resources among a large number 
of people. This availability of freezing technology to the many aligned 
with the policy objectives of the Labor government. In this sense, the 
central facilities can be understood as a consequence of negotiating the 
local Norwegian context. Although home freezers had already been 
made available in the United States, they did not fit the Norwegian 
lifestyle at that particular time. 

American role models and visions of the future were also important 
spurs to the Norwegian freezing industry; after all, it was in America 
that the freezer functioned as the frozen-food industry’s “extended 
arm” into people’s homes. This is what Norwegian industry sought to 
emulate.

During the 1960s, the Norwegian economy improved considerably; 
with more money to spend, people were increasingly able to buy what 
they wanted rather than what was essential. The growth of real wages 
and widespread optimism about the future were only two of the factors 
in the quick conversion from central-locker facilities to home freezers. 
Installment plans became common; fractional down payments could be 
made at the point of purchase and the balance in installments over a 
period of three years. This catalyzed purchases of home freezers.

Another important factor in the breakthrough of the Norwegian 
home freezer was the storehouse approach. In Norway, the freezer was 
promoted as a natural component of traditional food-gathering: one 
picked berries, caught fish, hunted wildlife—then stored one’s natu-
ral bounty in the freezer. The promotional material for home freezers 
played on associations with the rural farming communities’ traditional 
storehouse for food.

Clearly, economic growth facilitated the breakthrough of the home 
freezer, although economic growth alone cannot explain the freezer’s 
near-omnipresence in Norwegian homes. The fact that Norwegians could 
acquire home freezers does not suffice as an explanation; Norwegians also 
had to want to acquire home freezers. Indeed, for the average Norwegian, 
the “Norwegian Dream” was one of the most important contributing 
factors to the freezer’s widespread appropriation. The home freezer and 
the Norwegian Dream alike conveyed the image of an affluent society 
in times to come—an image of progress and positive associations. Many 
of the same aspirations were reflected in the governing Labor Party’s 
slogan of “growth and prosperity.” This vision was not identical to the 
American Dream, although it did contain many of the same elements.

In Norway, an interesting discrepancy existed between hypothetical 
freezer use as promoted by the industry and the practices of actual users. 
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The frozen-food industry advocated an “Americanized” freezer—an 
appliance used for storing frozen foods that were mass produced by the 
industry. To the contrary, most Norwegians used their freezers to store 
the food that they had produced at home or collected from their natural 
surroundings—in the same way that food had been stored for centuries, 
albeit using other preservation methods. The “freezer for processed 
foods” and the “storehouse freezer” coexisted—and still do—in a single, 
dual-purpose, technological appliance. The resulting consumption 
regime became a blend of old and new. And so we see the home freezer 
as a technology that has promoted hybrid consumption regimes: a 
nuanced contrast to straightforward, Americanized mass consumption.
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5
Americanization and Authenticity: 
Italian Food Products and Practices 
in the 1950s and 1960s
Emanuela Scarpellini

Food Culture

In 1954, the American political scientist Edward Banfield traveled from 
Chicago to Chiaromonte, a small village in southern Italy. Banfield’s 
goal was to discover why the villagers’ lives had been so poor—and so 
unchanged—for centuries. After nine months of research, Banfield con-
cluded that the family was at the center of life in Chiaromonte—to the 
detriment of every other institution. It was the family that guaranteed 
assistance and emotional support, the family that functioned as the eco-
nomic center of production and consumption. As the only environment 
in which trust and respect reigned, the family also operated as the start-
ing point for all social relationships, vital to everything from meeting 
new people to finding a job. But there was a steep downside: this attitude 
of “Why trust a foreigner?” blocked all external forms of solidarity and 
cooperation. The singular emphasis on family inhibited the development 
of a modern society, which Max Weber characterized as anonymous, 
rationalized, bureaucratic, and capitalistic. In contemporary terms, 
the family blocked the creation of social capital; the villagers’ amoral 
familism, as Banfield called it, condemned the society to backwardness.1

Banfield’s analysis was subsequently criticized, above all for its refer-
ence to an alleged Mediterranean paradigm of backwardness, implicitly 
opposed to the civic progress of northern societies. Critics claimed that 
the situation in Chiaromonte could be either the cause or the effect of 
a long history of poverty and isolation,2 and that the centrality of the 
family could have positive effects in other contexts, such as in northern 
Italy.3 Critics also claimed that the family’s centrality could disappear in 
cases of great social tension,4 and that the family structure could morph 
and flex, depending on the context.5
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While the familism of Chiaromonte may have represented an 
extreme, similar forms of traditional family have long been a keystone 
of Italian society, as subsequent social and economic research has 
shown.6 And family structures have long been acknowledged as a key 
to understanding the various new challenges to existing consumption 
regimes. In the 1950s and 1960s, the traditional Italian family structure 
endured, and with it, a quintessential ritual: the family dinner. Eating 
together served to strengthen the bonds among family members and to 
ensure cohesion. Eating together enabled family members to enact vari-
ous social roles, and the ritual underscored gender differences. Crucially, 
the family dinner established clearly who belonged—and who did not 
belong—to the family. According to many studies, these features of tra-
ditional Italian family life were so defining that they continued among 
emigrant communities over time. Donna Gabaccia has shown how the 
influence of food has been carried on by Italo-Americans, for example.7

Historical scholarship has long maintained that understanding the 
relationship with food is vital to understanding any culture. And beyond 
this notion of food’s universal importance is the idea of food as bearing 
special importance in selected cultures. Indeed, this chapter empha-
sizes the special role that food, in all its manifestations, has played in 
Italian life. To substantiate this, consider how sociologist Norbert Elias 
related the development of courts to the civilizing process; other schol-
ars have identified further hallmarks of the process, which include 
centuries-long traditions, an ancient heritage, literary mediators, 
important trade markets, and historical periods of great affluence. All 
of these civilizing elements existed in Italy; they have contributed 
to assigning food a prominent place in Italian culture—if not Italian 
“high” culture. Food occupies a distinctive place in other European 
countries, such as France, as well, but food is not equally influential in 
every European setting.

Analyzing food and its   various contexts, from supermarkets to kitch-
ens, is vital to understanding points of cultural continuity as well as 
points of cultural disruption. In Italian history—and indeed the his-
tory of other European countries—one of these significant points was 
the time of the “economic miracle”: the 1950s and 1960s. This was a 
time of rapid industrialization; internal migration (from south to north 
and from rural to urban areas); and pronounced urbanization. Like 
other European countries, Italy experienced a sudden rise in per-capita 
income as well as profound social and cultural transformations. And 
the wave of change was, to a large extent, perceived as deriving from 
the United States. To Italians, the American way of life soon became 
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synonymous with novelty and modernity, progress and practicality. For 
many Italians during the Cold War era, identifying with America and its 
private-consumer culture meant distancing themselves from the Soviet 
model of government. After all, Italy was close to the Iron Curtain and 
supported a powerful Communist Party of its own. In this context, 
appropriating American elements signified a political stance that was 
rife with contradictions. On the one hand, the Christian Democrats, 
Italy’s main political party, was a conservative force, deeply rooted 
as it was in peasant culture, the lower-middle class, and the Catholic 
Church. At the same time, the Christian Democrats were tied politically 
to the United States; the party considered practically every American 
innovation and trend to be a symbol of modernism—and even civiliza-
tion. On the other hand, the Italian Communist Party took its cues from 
the United States’ rival, the Soviet Union, and Communists harbored 
contempt for nearly all things American. The party had its own politi-
cal base among workers and intellectuals; was less socially conservative 
(especially regarding the role of women in society); and welcomed inno-
vation.8 A tension could be felt not only between the two parties, but 
between the political and the social stances of members within those 
parties. And, often, it was American innovation that created pressure—
and triggered political controversy.

Generally speaking (with the exception of the Communist Party), 
“American” and “Americanization” had positive connotations in the 
media and in social discourse. Often, the terms were used to denote 
facts and products that had no connection with the United States, but 
happened to be new, modern, advanced, and practical. The way in 
which Italians imagined America had little to do with actual, contem-
porary American society and far more to do with Italian ideas about 
tradition versus modernity, the past versus the future. Songs and movies 
proclaimed a new, projected-American way of life, as portrayed in the 
popular film An American in Rome, directed by Stefano Vanzina in 1954. 
Meanwhile, mass-media attention focused relentlessly on American 
innovations.9 This reinforced the propagandist effort that followed 
the Marshall Plan in Italy and elsewhere in Europe (see also Karin 
Zachmann’s chapter in this volume).

Pop culture and mass media notwithstanding, the success of this great 
transformation to an “Americanized” Italian culture was a grassroots 
matter. Recent scholarship has emphasized the role of consumers and 
users along with the role of producers. In addition to consumers, others 
were active in this process: advertisers and designers, for example, acted 
as experts and intermediaries who mediated between producers and 
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consumers; this helped to shape a tripartite relationship. Increasingly, 
scholars’ attention is being devoted to daily aspects of domestic life. 
Accordingly, the history of the kitchen is heuristically fertile ground 
for gaining insights into new technologies—and understanding ways 
in which those technologies met with resistance, hybridization, and 
domestication, for example.10 In this chapter—and indeed this volume—
we compare the dominant narrative with consumers’ actual practices. 
This serves to deconstruct the innovations’ symbolic meaning—
and allows us to assess the real-world impact of new technologies. 

In this chapter, we examine the interactions between American mod-
els and Italian food as well as the Italian kitchen—the setting for pre-
paring food. How profound was the American influence? Is it accurate 
to speak of appropriating American elements in the name of progress—
and to resist in the name of maintaining authenticity? Were producers’ 
choices compatible with those of consumers?

To answer these questions, we work from the premise that Italy’s 
political parties paid no direct attention to the domain of the kitchen, 
yet this was a domain of fierce confrontation. We analyze products as 
well as their associated cultural practices, which also conveyed their 
meaning: the food-related consumption regime. Specifically, we study 
food in its domestic context, analyzing whether or not changes in the 
kitchen parallel changes in selected technical innovations and new food 
products. Our thesis here, as in the rest of the volume, is that process 
innovation and product innovation must be considered separately.11 For 
changes in process, from food-preparation practices to technical devices 
and technologies, were accepted faster—and to a greater extent—than 
changes linked to food products themselves.

An “American” Kitchen: Selling the Dream

After the Fascist period and the Second World War, Italian homes lacked 
most basic appliances; only the water heater and the stove were com-
monly found. In 1946, only 1 percent of Italians owned a refrigerator, 
the first appliance to be widely appropriated. By 1958, this had risen 
to 6 percent, and market studies assumed that “we can rule out Italy 
developing a strong autonomous refrigerator industry or a broad inter-
esting market in this sector being created.”12 After all, some Italians still 
believed that the refrigerator served a purpose only in the summer and 
was thus not really necessary.13

In 1966, a survey by the National Bank of Italy showed that the 
refrigerator was already a common appliance, with 60 percent of Italian 
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families owning one. In 1977, the refrigerator was almost omnipresent: 
94 percent.14 What led to this development in such a short period?

The first images of American kitchens—along with tail-finned cars, 
modern cities, and glamorous actresses—were probably transmitted to 
Italy through popular Hollywood films. Brand-new, modular kitchens 
with advanced appliances were an integral part of this future world. 
American magazines arrived along with the Allies and United Nations 
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration supplies, which were another 
vehicle of market penetration. In the 1950s, various popular women’s 
magazines began to introduce this kitchen as an ideal model for the 
modern woman.

Particular attention was paid to domestic appliances. The heart of the 
traditional Italian kitchen had always been the stove, which was placed 
adjacent to the sink. The new appliances, starting with the refrigerator, 
proposed a novel layout, ideally a triangle of stove, refrigerator, and 
sink. In June of 1953, the magazine Italian Cuisine (La Cucina Italiana), 
the most influential periodical of its kind, published an article present-
ing the Frigidaire Model OMM 74. Emphasized here were the refrig-
erator’s technical characteristics; its sturdiness; and its reputation as a 
state-of-the-art appliance. The article concluded that “Frigidaire is the 
brand name used by General Motors for the production of domestic 
appliances and, while there are many refrigerator models on the market, 
there is only one ‘Frigidaire.’ ”15 This is a significant statement, given 
that the term Frigidaire had already become synonymous with the word 
refrigerator and had entered the daily vocabulary. Thus the dream of—
and the proposed need for—owning a refrigerator was born even before 
the possibility of fulfilling the need existed.

The Frigidaire sparked great interest: the prototype for the Kitchen of 
Tomorrow (an exhibit presented by Frigidaire in Paris and elsewhere in 
February and March of 1957) appeared in all of the Italian newspapers. 
This was a kitchen whose boldness both frightened and fascinated 
Italians; it embodied the contradictory identity of the modern kitchen 
as an efficient workplace on the one hand, and as a pleasant, convivial 
place on the other. One journalist observed:

I won’t discuss, as the architect Giò Ponti did with me one day, 
whether the kitchen in a modern house represents food cooked in a 
rational way or whether it is an instrument of an eternal, delicious 
song of conviviality and a culinary art. I want to tell you my realis-
tic point of view on this dramatic ‘Year 2000’ kitchen, which news 
magazines have latched onto today, after a well-known American 
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firm launched it in Paris.... By our present standards, a happy life 
in this bizarre concoction of automatism—which stifles personality; 
kills all initiative; and worse still, eliminates all personal interpre-
tation—seems pretty absurd. Just to give you an idea of this neverthe-
less fascinating kitchen concept.16

Similar comments were expressed in Milan, at the presentation of a 
high-tech kitchen on display at fair the following year:

Although they use many names, Americans also call it the ‘kitchen of 
the future’ without thinking about the complication of devices hid-
den behind apparently simple lockers on the floor or wall, and the 
difficulty of keeping these kitchens efficient, which would require 
the housekeeper to know as much as an electronics expert. We don’t 
know how far off this tomorrow is, but for sure, each of us hopes that 
at least one of these wonders will be coming soon.17

The American kitchen—the term that quickly came to denote a modern 
kitchen with cabinet units and domestic appliances—thus produced 
cultural tension. In the traditional structure, the kitchen was the place 
of family reunion; love; the shared ritual of meals; and the symbolic 
strengthening of bonds. Female domestic chores were, of course, part 
of this structure, but they came second, “dignified” by the woman’s 
devotion to home and family. Again, this traditional structure was not 
unique to Italian life, though its staying power was remarkable.

In contrast, the American kitchen represented the kitchen as work-
place. With its aims of lightening the load and improving results, the 
kitchen opened the door to new technologies (although women’s work 
was not destined to decline, as studies like Ruth Schwartz Cowan’s 
show).18 Often, this vision was rejected from a conservative perspective, 
because it clashed with the prevailing image of women and the family 
in the 1950s. “Work” outside the home was not comparable to “work” 
in the kitchen, on behalf of the family; this was not a real job but a mis-
sion of sorts, a pleasant occupation (significantly, beyond the commer-
cial, monetary domain). The American kitchen challenged a foundation 
on which the very idea of modern domesticity was built, as Simon 
Schama describes: we see the separation of the external, social sphere 
of work and money from the interior, domestic realm based on feelings 
such as love, solidarity, and sacrifice.19 Moreover, this new vision intro-
duced another transgression: the technical world, culturally understood 
as a masculine domain, was transferred to a female space par excellence: 
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the kitchen.20 Unsurprisingly, some consumers and some in the media 
were perplexed by this new scenario; others rejected it outright. For still 
others, this bright, new technological kitchen was merely a mirage.

At the same time, however, the image of the American kitchen was 
a seductive one: it planted the desire in women to ease the burden of 
domestic chores, which was genuinely needed. So, the narratives of 
the traditional kitchen and the modern one seemed to pull Italians in 
opposite directions.

Kitchen Producers and Mediators

Some consumers welcomed the idea of particular American innovations—
the refrigerator and modern kitchen units, for example. But consum-
ers discovered that these items—which were at least made available for 
mass-consumption by America if not actually invented in America—
actually did not suit the Italian kitchen: they were overpriced; too 
large and bulky; and did not match the look of Italian homes. Trends 
changed, however, when Italian industry began its own production of 
kitchen appliances and fixtures. It is worth noting that large compa-
nies did not invest significantly in the new sector: for a few years, Fiat 
produced refrigerators under a Westinghouse license and then quit, 
for example. The victors in the Italian market were small artisans and 
former workers such as Giovanni Borghi, who set up shop in the small 
town of Comerio, near Milan, in 1946. Borghi designed a refrigerator 
suitable for all families: it was low-cost; shaped as a simple square, to 
adapt to every environment; and available in various models, all of 
which were compact. By 1958, Borghi’s company, Ignis, managed to sell 
refrigerators for 40 percent less than imported products. It was the start 
of a commercial achievement that introduced the refrigerator through-
out Italy and led to increased exports. By 1970, Italy’s household-appli-
ance sector had mushroomed into the world’s second-largest producer 
of refrigerators after the United States, with more than 5 million units 
sold annually.21

Interestingly, the “small” Ignis refrigerators incorporated advanced 
technology, employing a hermetically protected Freon compressor; 
these compressors were built in Italy by Fiat and Necchi (a former 
sewing-machine manufacturer) at sharply competitive prices. To ensure 
economy of scale and the resulting low cost, Ignis built its refrigerators 
at large factories.

An attractive line and adaptability were important features, and not 
only for appliances. Remarkably, success in the household-appliance 



118 

Figure 5.1 In the case of refrigerators, large companies in Italy did not invest 
significantly in the new sector. For for several years, Fiat produced refrigerators 
under the Westinghouse license before ceasing production. The victors in the 
Italian market were small players.
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sector translated to success in the kitchen-furniture market, which was 
boosted by the technological influence of the American kitchen as well 
as iconic European experiences, from the famous “Frankfurt Kitchen” 
to the Italian   functionalist tradition. In the 1950s, new processes and 
technologies emerged; experiments used traditional Italian materials—
including walnut, ash, and olive wood—in new ways. In a short time, 
the relationship between appliance producers and designers became 
closer. This yielded “Italian style”—a key to the resulting commercial 
boom.22

Designers thus became important mediators in this process. A classic 
example: one of Italy’s foremost manufacturers, Aristide Merloni, com-
missioned designer Makio Hasuike (born in Japan and living in Milan) 
to devise an Italian version of the American kitchen. It was to be a close 
“translation” of the American model, to embrace the characteristic U.S. 
technology, convenience, and practicality—but suited to the Italian 
setting in scale and cost. This new kitchen also had to look stylish, 
befitting the Italian market. The result of this process was “Unibloc” by 
Ariston, created in 1962, and in production as of 1968. It was a compact 
kitchen unit, available in a single, small, basic version (one meter) and 
one larger version (2.7 meters). Both versions contained a refrigerator, 
stove, sink, water heater, electrical wiring system, and cabinets. The 
larger version included a dishwasher. Elegant wooden cabinet doors hid 
some of the appliances; a steel worktop—which appeared to be a single 
piece—covered everything.23 The size was compact, the price competi-
tive, and the design simple and linear. The result was a great success 
for a product designed to “anticipate the kitchen of the future”—yet 
supremely suited to the present.24

Manufacturers, however, needed other mediators in order to reach 
the end consumer: they relied on advertisers and the media world at 
large. With television still in its infancy, popular women’s magazines 
were chosen as the perfect vehicle for spreading the message. But what 
kind of message did producers use to sell their new products? An analy-
sis of the popular magazine La Cucina Italiana from 1952 to 1962 reveals 
the key sales concepts of the era.

The first idea concerned saving money: advertisements always stated 
the product’s sale price and the fact that maintenance costs were 
low—the main worry in a market with weak purchasing power. So, the 
refrigerator became “a convenience that pays for itself.” The second 
selling point was technical innovation. All of the appliance’s main char-
acteristics were described in minute detail; Fargas used this approach 
for its kitchens as did Frigidaire for its refrigerators. Another American 
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company, Tappan, presented its AV 668 model (“the Cadillac of the 
American gas kitchens”) in the following way: “Since it is impossible to 
describe all of the features of this marvelous kitchen here, an illustrated 
flyer will be sent to the reader, upon request.” Other companies insisted 
on the solidity and safety of their products; in the case of the Ready 
refrigerator, ads proclaimed the appliance to be hygienic. Many other 
articles in the 1950s asserted that the new kitchen appliances—from 
the refrigerator to the electric oven—eliminated servitude, themselves 
becoming “mechanical servants” or “mechanical assistants.”

By the beginning of the 1960s, advertising had changed markedly. 
Increasingly, print advertisements presented domestic appliances as 
a means of creating leisure time and providing happiness; attention 
shifted from technical to aesthetic qualities. Accordingly, the Singer gas 
kitchen promised a kind of serenity, while the Fiat refrigerator boasted 
a “modern and sober line” and promised to run silently.

The iconography is also interesting. Most of the time, the early appli-
ances were photographed on their own, with the brand name in full 
view and copy explaining the item’s benefits. Later, however, appliances 
were displayed with elegant women or in the context of the kitchen, 
while men were always absent. Advertisers, then, chose these key sell-
ing points for the new kitchens and appliances: they were cost-saving, 
technologically advanced, safe, labor-saving, and aesthetically pleasing.

Italian Kitchens and Consumers

How did Italian consumers themselves respond to the new technolo-
gies? In 1958, the magazine La Cucina Italiana published various stud-
ies of Italian families, including many photos and long excerpts from 
interviews. The first was with Giovanni C., a worker at a large company 
in the Lombardian countryside. His life and that of his extended family 
(a wife, three young daughters, and two additional relatives) revolved 
around the factory, where he cycled daily: “[H]is situation doesn’t allow 
him the luxury of a motor[ized vehicle], but the factory is only a few 
kilometers away and a [bike] ride is good for one’s health.”25 His wife, 
Ernesta, had worked in the same factory as her husband until the birth 
of their daughters; she then devoted herself to the family and the home, 
helped by her unmarried sister, who was also a worker: “[H]ousework 
and sewing are her favorite jobs; as with all women accustomed to 
working in a factory, she devotes less time to cooking,” the interviewer 
remarked.26 At the time of the interview, the family had lived in their 
new house for one year, and they economized on everything in order to 
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afford their home. The C. family eked out their meals from their garden’s 
produce, and no domestic appliances appeared in the home, except for 
an electric water heater that served the kitchen and bathroom.

A remarkably similar case was that of Mario S., an artisan. This mas-
ter glassworker from the island of Murano earned slightly more than 
the average income for a member of the working class. Again, there 
was nothing wasted in the S. family household; no financial cushion; 
and no domestic appliances—only an ordinary stove. Money was used 
largely to buy the ingredients to cook “simple, quick fare, based, above 
all, on good soups” for six days, plus a more substantial lunch on 
Sundays.27

The circumstances of a Sicilian fisherman were hardly better: 
Sebastiano C., with his boat Tremagli, also earned approximately the 
same amount of money, thanks mostly to his wife, Anna Maria, who 
sold the fish caught by Sebastiano directly to the market. At home, his 
wife prepared practically all of the family’s food personally or with her 
mother’s help. The photo depicts her in a simple kitchen excluding 
appliances; when asked whether or not she owned appliances Anna 
Maria responds, “No, unfortunately. Not for now, at least.”28

Migrating to the north could improve a worker’s economic prospects 
only partially, as Benito S., a security guard who lived in the outskirts of 
Milan, well understood. Consumer goods were minimal in the S. family 
household, where 75 percent of the family income was spent on food. 
The home lacked most domestic appliances—notably a refrigerator 
(“I long for one. For now, all I have is an electric floor polisher,” said 
his wife).29

Higher on the social ladder, in the middle class, was the example of 
a public official: Giulio P., an engineer. He lived with his wife and five 
children outside of Naples, in a beautiful house with antique furniture. 
The differences were evident: the P. family had household help, and 
the family also owned a large refrigerator. This was no reason to renege 
on the moral duty to save: expenditures on entertainment were totally 
banned, and Signora Giulia strove to save in every way. For example, 
she hung in her kitchen a chart with the cooking times for various 
foods—so as not to waste a single extra drop of gas.30

For the upper classes, food accounted for no more than 40 percent 
of the family income. This was the case for one manager at a large 
Milanese company. Carlo G. lived in downtown Milan, in a four-
room apartment with a small but highly functional kitchen. His wife, 
Mariuccia, pointed out, “I really have everything by way of appliances 
for the house...from the Frigidaire to the liquidizer, from the washer to 
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the polishing machine and the vacuum cleaner; if they don’t invent 
something atomic, there’s nothing left for me to wish for.”31 This family 
of five had household help, and there was enough money for vacations, 
a wardrobe of suits, even savings.

Finally, the upper classes were represented in the research by the fam-
ily of a Turinese professional, Filippo A., a doctor at Fiat. Most likely, 
Filippo earned three times the wages of the average worker. The doctor’s 
home boasted all manner of modern conveniences. Filippo’s wife, Ada, 
explained: “I have a refrigerator, a floor polisher, a washing machine, 
and a liquidizer: these are the four pillars on which my domestic 
 economy and my housekeeper’s life depend.”32

Accompanying these interviews was convincing visual evidence. In 
addition to photos of the husbands in their work environments, the 
magazine included two symbolic sets of recurring images: photographs 
of the whole family—usually assembled in the living room—and the 
requisite scene of the wife in the kitchen. Significantly, in all photos 
the scenario is almost always the same: the housekeeper is seen either 
serving food at the table or standing near the stove.

Looking beyond the magazine interviews (which, like all other media, 
were forms of representations, after all) we find portraits of Italian 
families in other studies—and the results are consistent. In 1960, for 
example, Ernest Dichter’s Institute for Motivational Research prepared 
a report for Fargas, the Italian kitchen company. Based on more than 
a hundred detailed interviews with Italian housewives, the conclusion 
showed just how widespread the desire was for a modern, luxurious 
kitchen. For 15 percent of the women surveyed, this kitchen was at the 
top of the wish list—trumping even a Fiat 600 car and a trip to Spain. 
The interviews also indicated that the fantasy kitchen was embodied by 
the American kitchen per se. As one woman interviewee said:

My ideal would be a complete American kitchen, just like my newly 
married friend’s kitchen, it lacks nothing, do you remember those 
kitchens you can see in the American movies? Well, something like 
that, with better taste.33

But ambivalences were soon to surface: the perfect kitchen should adapt 
to Italian tastes and homes; it should be very practical, well designed, 
and easy to use as well as to clean. It should be totally white, without 
too many technical devices. (Surprisingly, perhaps, there was no men-
tion of price.) The kitchen emerged in the interviews as a useful vehicle 
for helping the woman to play her key roles both in the family—
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earning praise from her husband as well as older women relatives—and 
on the social scene, among friends and relatives.34 The emphasis was 
more on the woman’s social context than on her technical prowess or 
economic standing.

Many studies of the Italian postwar period have showcased new tech-
nologies in shaping new social identities. New technologies symbolized 
a country in transition. On the one hand were images of extreme pov-
erty and hunger, still alive in the older generation’s memory. On the 
other hand were household appliances, cars, scooters—a higher stand-
ard of living in material terms. Adopting these technologies was seen as 
a sign of integrating into modern society.35 This belief was especially rel-
evant to women. It also applied to immigrants from southern Italy who 
were experiencing a new life and new social roles in the  industrialized 
cities of the north.36

Thus, manufacturers’ fears that the new appliances would fail to meet 
Italian women’s approval were generally unfounded: refrigerators and 
modern kitchens were every housewife’s dream. Women of all social 
categories longed for these items, although, in 1958, only a few women 
were actually in a position to buy them. Within the Italian class system, 
domestic appliances were, first and foremost, a status symbol. Only 
the richest families owned appliances—and not in place of servants, 
but in addition to them. The typical advertising rhetoric of “mechani-
cal servants” that would replace human work did not resonate with 
the spirit of the time: the wealthiest families used both human and 
mechanical labor. Advertising was not the primary influence; refrigera-
tors and American kitchens first assumed social value. This was con-
firmed by questionnaires and oral surveys conducted for this chapter: 
many Italian women remembered that they had seen—and wanted—a 
domestic appliance for the first time while visiting a friend or neighbor’s 
house. The next most common context was at a shop or exhibit; adver-
tising ranked only third.37 The first conclusion, then, is that during the 
1950s and early 1960s, the shift toward modern kitchens in Italian soci-
ety did not take place entirely within the confines of the home. Indeed, 
there was substantial social discourse—and that discourse bristled with 
symbolic meaning.

In further analyzing women’s relationships with technology, a 
problem arises. Namely, in our interviews, inconsistent answers often 
emerged; undoubtedly, some women expressed fear regarding appli-
ances as technological artifacts. Usually, these technologies were 
viewed as part of the masculine cultural world—as the current scientific 
literature has emphasized strongly.38 The potential conflict between 
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women and technology was resolved in two ways. First, despite manu-
facturers’ advertising, which insisted on detailed technical descriptions, 
the woman consumer voiced her need for simplicity and practicality. 
Second, new appliances entered the traditional kitchen without dis-
turbing the familiar set-up; appliances were added as additional pieces 
of furniture. Unlike the imposing, curvilinear, highly visible American 
appliances, the smaller, square, rectilinear Italian products harmonized 
better with the existing environment and looked more appropriate. 
Disguised as pieces of furniture to hide their technological nature, appli-
ances blended in with the rest of the home, cushioning their technical 
impact. In the most luxurious homes, the disguise was literal: wood 
panels or other forms of decoration covered the exterior. Appliances 
did not impose a new spatial arrangement; they were brought to the 
 existing setting as an improvement: it was evolution, not revolution.

Italian women may well have greeted with caution the idea of the 
American kitchen, but some of its features were quickly appropri-
ated. American elements were domesticated and absorbed into the 
traditional Italian vision of the kitchen; the prevailing aesthetics of 
the time; as well as social roles and societal structure. The new appli-
ances were introduced in a language that consumers already knew, the 
language of tradition and authenticity. And so they were appropriated 
widely in a remarkably short time, exceeding producers’ and experts’ 
expectations.

Italian Food, American Influence

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Italian food—one of the country’s cultural 
hallmarks—took on new forms and new meanings; a certain fascination 
with the American model of food and eating took hold. The first sign 
was the increased use of English terms: cocktails, for example, were often 
prepared in shakers; the familiar slice of meat became a beefsteak; a gath-
ering of friends transformed into a party; and a meal outdoors was the 
occasion for a picnic. American elements appeared, first and foremost, in 
the form of a language that punctuated the Italian narrative.

In reality, few made-in-America products reached Italian tables. The 
most celebrated of products was surely Coca-Cola, whose history is well 
known: in Italy, as everywhere else in Europe, Coke came to symbol-
ize the young, dynamic lifestyle. Advertisements displayed the famous 
bottles in the hands of young people who were inevitably enjoying 
Wrigley’s or Brooklyn-brand chewing gum (the latter produced by the 
Perfetti brothers at a plant outside Milan).39
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Figure 5.2 Featured here: one version of the modern “American” kitchen within 
an ideal home. Italian women approached the American kitchen with caution. In 
fact, the women of Italy domesticated American elements, absorbing them into 
the traditional Italian vision of the kitchen.



126 Emanuela Scarpellini

In many cases, the “new” products were native to other countries and 
merely disguised as American. It was not easy to win the trust of a mar-
ket that was habitually so careful with its food; initially, the majority 
of new products met with suspicion. This was the case for ready-made 
soups. Among the first to be marketed were Campbell’s canned soup 
and Knorr dehydrated soup packets. Obviously, the latter did not origi-
nate in the United States  —but that was a trifling detail; both forms of 
soup were bound to be interpreted as an “American” innovation.

To understand this resistance, it is important to consider the cultural 
references within the family context. The 1950s and early 1960s were a 
time in which the trend toward women working outside the home grew 
rapidly. The traditional housewife’s role was to ensure that standards 
were maintained in the home and money could be saved—thanks to the 
thrift of home cooking. The prospect of a woman working outside the 
home was considered positive because it generated additional money, 
but negative because the woman “neglected” the family and the house. 
The words of a housewife by the name of Graziella summarize this 
situation eloquently:

Well, I did notice I consumed more, going to the factory. When I got 
home, it was a great rush, sticking things on the stove...and every-
thing...whereas when I stayed at home...I used to cook properly and 
if there was a little sauce left over, or a bit of pasta, I would use it up 
in something else. I never tossed anything into the trash bin....

I used to spend less, staying at home, ’cause I had time: if I had 
some rice or something left over, I’d use it to make a couple of rice 
balls...not like when you got home from work…one time I tried it 
on him . . . I was in a hurry, I stopped a moment and said to myself, 
“Hang on, I’ll get some of them Knorr packets,” they do bean soup. 
I came home and said: “I ain’t got no time to cook...” (you see, we 
cook our own beans, I don’t go and get food...well, there is a tin in 
the pantry, but for us cooking is, you know...boiled meats, beans, 
potatoes, stew. It’s none of your old slab of meat rustled up in a 
hurry, no, then there’s polenta...). Anyway, that day, I was worn out 
so I warmed up some of that Knorr. Then I put it in his thermos and 
off he went to work. Comes home in the afternoon and says to me, 
“Here, what kind of soup was that you gave me? What did you do 
to it?”

“Same as usual,” I say.
“Never.”
“What d’you mean?”
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“I haven’t eaten a bloody thing, I threw it away, it turned my stom-
ach. It smelled like a bouillon cube!” Then he says: “This better be 
the last time; you just watch it, or I’ll throw you off that balcony!” 
That was the last time I bought ready-made stuff. 40

The Knorr soup here takes on a wider meaning: it symbolized the 
rejection of the traditional housewife role. And it represented the new 
circumstances of the working woman, who could not find time for—or 
did not feel like—cooking as she once did. Her husband, meanwhile, 
violently opposed all of these changes. Interestingly, a gender-related 
problem crops up here. Namely, interpretations regarding food and 
cooking usually refer to women only; women are deemed culturally 
resistant. In contrast, the previous account reminds us that men were as 
important as women when it came to food, as noted in Dichter’s inter-
views. In the previous case, it was the man who rejected the innovation. 
Typically, the new foods tasted “bad” or “different”—and a simple soup 
could spark a revolution in terms of social roles.

Some canned products sold more successfully: beans and peas (espe-
cially when out of season) and, above all, canned meat. In this case the 
product was not a replacement for the main course. For example, ads 
recommended serving frozen or canned meat on hot summer days; it 
was also earmarked for emergency meals, picnics, and TV dinners—a 
novelty at the time. Apart from the market leaders (Simmenthal, fol-
lowed by Manzotin), the producer Luigi Cremonini of Modena repre-
sents an interesting example in this sector. For his canned-meat product, 
launched in 1963, Cremonini chose an allusive name: Montana. The 
product became famous thanks to a particular television commercial 
shot in an American Western-style setting.41 In short, canned meat 
from America was sold to Italians as a novelty food to be consumed on 
special occasions; it did not challenge the structure of the traditional 
Italian meal.

Among the new product categories to gain rapid popularity in the 
1950s and early 1960s were bouillon cubes and meat extract for broth, 
as well as margarine and vegetable oil. Maggi cubes and Liebig meat 
extract were already well known, but a new brand took over as the mar-
ket leader; it was an Italian company with another symbolic name: Star. 
A marketing survey in 1961 showed that 60 percent of Italian families—
especially those in the urban centers of northern Italy—used this cate-
gory of product regularly; peak usage was 77 percent.42 In the same 
years, vegetable oils were introduced, particularly as a suitable means of 
frying, a cooking method now considered more modern and pleasant 
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than the old-fashioned boiling or roasting. The margarine Gradina, pro-
duced by the British company Unilever, which had bought up Gaslini-
Arrigoni in Italy, entered the Italian market in the mid-1950s. The most 
famous advertisement depicted an average middle-class family eating in 
their kitchen. The housewife had made spaghetti, as usual, one imagines, 
for her husband and daughter, using the new margarine instead of tradi-
tional butter or oil. The husband says: “Well, you were right; we can eat 
well with Gradina.”43 In this case, the new product was framed as part 
of a particularly conservative context. Gradina did not threaten tradi-
tion; on the contrary, the product was portrayed as bolstering tradition.

Marketing surveys showed that, over a two-year period, Italian fami-
lies demonstrated a rapid increase in margarine consumption: it jumped 
from 10 percent in 1957 to 31 percent in 1959. Interestingly, the great-
est consumption took place among the upper-middle classes (40 percent 
in 1959) rather than among the lower-middle classes (29 percent) and 
lower classes (23 percent); consumption in northern Italy was double 
that of southern Italy: 38 percent and 19 percent respectively.44 Given 
that the price of margarine was lower than the cost of butter and 
olive oil, this data proves that the symbolic and cultural value of food 
can be independent of its economic value in the eyes of consumers. 
In other words, innovative food need not always be expensive to be 
appreciated by the upper classes, while the more expensive traditional 
food remained the lower-class choice. These examples also affirm that, 
despite the efforts of manufacturers and advertisers, consumers reacted 
in different ways to newfangled American products, welcoming some 
with immediate interest and curiosity, while mistrusting or completely 
rejecting others. In the final considerations that follow, we analyze 
further this gamut of reactions.

Culture, Class, and Forms of Innovation

Our first conclusion is that understanding the phenomena of appro-
priation hinges on understanding the social and cultural context of the 
1950s and 1960s. This is a time in which a delicate transition took place. 
Italian society entered this period as relatively static, with traditional 
family values placed firmly at its core, and roles sharply divided along 
gender lines. Emerging from the 1960s, Italian society was dynamic; 
characterized by social and geographical mobility; and in the process of 
redefining family roles.

The new food products and the latest appliances adopted by this 
society in ferment represented much more than just technical and 
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Figure 5.3 Despite the efforts of manufacturers and advertisers, consumers 
responded in different ways to newfangled American products. Italian consum-
ers happened to be enthusiastic about margarine—and adopted it as part of their 
traditional meals.
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qualitative improvements. These foods and devices were an explicit 
part of the “new world”—modernity represented by speed, practicality, 
technology, and urbanism. And, for Italians, this new world was the 
embodiment of America. It is no accident that references to America 
were pervasive—even for products that were completely unrelated to 
the United States. America was the world of the future; engaging in that 
world meant owning modern appliances, sipping cocktails and drinking 
Coca-Cola (rather than the traditional daily wine), as well as eating Knorr 
soups and the like. Inhabiting this world could place one in cultural con-
flict with the traditions of the “old” Italy, perceived as backward, rural, 
and static. The new products came to mean a break with the past and 
a desire to integrate with the emerging modern, urban society. Factors 
including social class, geographical location, and gender influenced atti-
tudes toward appropriating food and kitchens—whether enthusiastically 
for, vociferously against, or any of the nuanced positions in between.

This society in transformation retained strong class features. Kitchens 
and most foods carried social connotations; practically all products 
introduced as social-status symbols—whether targeting the established 
classes or the recently wealthy—were immediately successful. As we 
have seen, this was true of modern domestic appliances and “luxury” 
products, such as Coca-Cola, which triumphed over traditional drinks. 
Even margarine was appropriated, having been introduced as a healthy 
product in line with modern/American trends. Similarly, innovative 
products that were not presented as status symbols tended to languish 
on the Italian market. For example, frozen foods introduced without the 
backing of prestigious brands, and presented as low-cost products, were 
tacitly labeled as inferior—and rejected.

Our final conclusion concerns the day-to-day impact of American 
innovations on food-consumption patterns in Italy. We find that prod-
ucts intended to replace the traditionally prepared Italian meal often 
met with mistrust: the presence of these products at the table challenged 
the cultural value of the original creation, as in the case of ready-made 
meals. In contrast, individual ingredients like bouillon cubes and veg-
etable oils were more fully appropriated. As an innovation, the bouillon 
cube facilitated the food-preparation process by eliminating the inter-
mediary step of boiling the meat to make a broth—without noticeably 
altering the qualities of the final product. The non-invasiveness of these 
new ingredients was crucial to their success.

Domestic appliances, too, were more readily welcomed. As with time-
saving ingredients, these technologies—starting with the refrigerator—
had the power to transform food-preparation processes. In economic 
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parlance, we could say that process innovations succeeded much 
better and faster than product innovations. On the one hand, if the 
same meal could be prepared in less time, with less work and at lower 
expense, that was an acceptable improvement. On the other hand, if 
the final meal were distinctly altered (in appearance, flavor, color, or 
consistency, for example), that was unacceptable in the eyes of most 
Italian consumers.

The same pattern of appropriation appears to have been at work in 
many other contexts throughout Europe: the concept of authenticity, 
commonly interpreted as proximity to tradition, was the main cultural 
tool for judging innovative foods. The resulting judgments related 
mostly to the final food product rather than the intermediary phases or 
methods leading to that final product.

Throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, producers, mediators, and 
consumers all experienced ambivalence toward the idea of “American 
modernity.” But, by selectively appropriating new “American” foods, 
appliances, and kitchens, Italian society emerged from the Cold War 
period with a dynamic balance of traditional and modern food products 
and processes.
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6
Love and Hate in Industrial Design: 
Europe’s Design Professionals and 
America in the 1950s
Kjetil Fallan

In the postwar landscape of the 1950s, American attitudes gained  traction 
in Europe, prompting ambivalence on the part of Europeans. These 
mixed feelings can be characterized roundly as a love-hate relationship 
with American design. Few European intellectuals expressed that ambiva-
lence more poignantly than the young Norwegian writer Jens Bjørneboe 
in his aptly titled essay, “The Fear of America within Us” (“Frykten for 
Amerika i oss”): “While Russia bids us the prospects of hell on earth—here 
and now, the U.S.A. can serve up paradise on earth. But in this paradise, 
when one has lived there for a while, one must put makeup on the 
apples and oranges in order to spot them. Life must be technicolorized.”1 
Having traveled to the U.S., Bjørneboe had first-hand experience of the 
spectacle of abundance that American consumer society represented, but 
he feared the consequences of American cultural dominance. Similarly, 
the mythical notion of “America” represented both fears and desires to 
European design communities.

To some extent, these ambivalent attitudes grew out of ideological 
currents and broader geopolitical developments, such as the Korean War 
and the Marshall Plan. But, above all, these mixed feelings came from 
changes in—and conflicts between—various consumption regimes. Like 
the consumers they addressed, European designers and design ideologues 
had scant experience with the mass-consumption society they saw 
emerging from the U.S. in the 1950s. The massive increase in the con-
sumption of consumer goods and durables throughout Western Europe 
during this period had a powerful effect on designers and their work. 
These revved-up consumption regimes were, in turn, shaped by designers 
and their work. New and more diverse consumer groups wielded their 
ever-increasing dispensable income and expressed their preferences in 
the marketplace and on the social scene. Meanwhile, new manufacturing 
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technologies were beginning to surpass traditional ones—even in the 
smaller European countries. So, the dogmatic “salon-revolutionary” 
approach that had dominated design reform since the Industrial 
Revolution transformed into a far more pluralistic discourse. The aim 
was to revise design ideologies and practices to align with these rapidly 
changing consumption regimes, which were based on  economics, class, 
politics, and taste, among other factors.

In this chapter, I examine different images of America during the 
1950s. My focus is the design communities of postwar Europe: I trace 
the multitude of modernisms constructed by various mediators of “good 
design.” I examine the relationships between European design com-
munities and American industrial design in the 1950s; this was a period 
of intense, transatlantic dialogue on design—a formative period for 
European consumption regimes. This Norwegian case study correlates 
to other European countries, as well.

First, I outline how the European–American design discourse evolved. 
Next, I follow a Norwegian husband-and-wife designer team on their 
pilgrimage to the United States. Then I examine the fevered debates 
in which America featured prominently. These were heated dialogues 
among European design communities—discussions about new, unfa-
miliar, and “American” modes of designing, manufacturing, marketing, 
and consumption. In the final sections of the chapter, I explore the 
mediation of design via the official promotional vehicle of exhibits. 
Here I analyze the American push to sell high-end design in Scandinavia 
as well as the counterstrike to this offensive: the Scandinavian  campaign 
to promote their design in America.

Industrial design constitutes the crucial mediation point between 
technology and the marketplace: design is the interface by which con-
sumers find meaning in the artifacts of technology. As such, design is 
particularly interesting to study in transatlantic perspective: arguably, 
the profession of industrial design in its current form emerged from the 
United States in the 1930s. Some European design professionals were 
deeply fascinated by design developments in the United States; others 
felt alienated by the corporatization of U.S. design. American films, 
music, and TV programs—along with the array of American industrial-
design products—constituted a pervasive presence of American mass 
culture in postwar European life. But as American popular culture took 
hold among European consumers, many European design profession-
als expressed a pronounced antagonism toward mainstream American 
design. Meanwhile, in the U.S., Scandinavian design professionals 
were subtly but effectively promoting a carefully orchestrated version 
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of Scandinavian design. American design professionals—and upper-
middle-class elites—appropriated Scandinavian design enthusiastically 
as a high-end alternative to America’s own mass culture.

This reality challenges Victoria de Grazia’s concept of a one- 
directional American empire that was irresistible to Europeans.2 In 
fact, the  popularity of Scandinavian design in the U.S. is testimony 
to a two-way cultural influence, which contradicts the notion of 
American hegemony. Artifacts of American popular culture did indeed 
flood Europe in the aftermath of the Second World War. And, in their 
eagerness to develop their own lucrative exports, European industrial 
managers saw the U.S. as the promised land, as did ambitious European 
engineers who sought the latest technological advances. But for mod-
ernist missionaries in Europe—including the broader community of 
design professionals—U.S. design was anything but a revelation. In 
fact, American material culture was rarely adopted unconditionally, 
rarely incorporated wholesale into European cultural practices, includ-
ing design. More often than not, American elements were selectively 
appropriated, modified to suit European circumstances.3 Mediators of 
“good design” in Europe unanimously considered much of mainstream 
American design to be monstrous. These arbiters of taste were react-
ing to the formalist, commercial elements of U.S. design, the aesthetic 
extravaganza for which Thomas Hine coined the word populuxe.4 This 
was epitomized by the outsized, voluptuous shapes of American cars. 

In contrast, some designers managed to see beyond the “immoral” 
aesthetics of American design; these European professionals drew inspi-
ration from their U.S. counterparts. The twelve founding members of 
Norwegian Industrial Designers (Norske Industridesignere)—a profes-
sional organization established in 1955—exemplified this point of view. 
This group was less comfortable with the applied-art (brukskunst) focus 
of the so-called Scandinavian Design movement; instead, the members 
of Norwegian Industrial Designers resonated more to industrial design. 
In this setting, small manufacturing companies dominated, and most 
designers came from an applied-art background—a handicap in win-
ning approval from industrial managers. Envious of their American 
colleagues, who were taken more seriously in industry, this subset of 
aspiring industrial designers assumed a more tolerant, less condemning 
stance toward American design. Some Swedish industrial-design pio-
neers, in their passion for American design, even went so far as to use 
a formal visual language that was strongly influenced by streamlining. 
These designers, while not from an applied-art background, had lived 
and worked in the United States during the 1920s and 1930s.5
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These early Scandinavian industrial designers were part of a larger 
design community that was generally less commercially oriented, less 
technologically attuned, more elitist in their tastes, and more social 
democratic in rhetoric; they harbored “Eurocratic” and allegedly anti-
American attitudes. The more traditional design community eagerly 
mediated Scandinavian design as a cultural expression in the United 
States—most notably through the Design in Scandinavia exhibit that 
toured art museums in North America from 1954 to 1957. The exhibit 
was met with great critical acclaim by the American design elite, who 
were no fonder than their European colleagues of excessive applica-
tions of streamlining (such as tail-finned cars and stylized household 
irons). Scandinavian design was thus appropriated as part of America’s 
 modernist mission at home. One of America’s most influential media-
tors of “good design” was Edgar Kaufmann, Jr. As director of the 
Industrial Design department (1946–1948) at New York’s Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA), and as a research associate there (1948–1955), 
Kaufmann championed modernist industrial design. His mission was 
to foster in America a kind of modernist design founded on a prewar 
European tradition—specifically, Bauhaus and International Style. He 
became a key mediator between the European and American industrial-
design communities.

A Pilgrimage and a Homecoming

In the late 1940s, the Norwegian design community began to rebuild 
international relations, both officially and privately. Most efforts at 
rebuilding were directed toward the same regions and cultures that 
had attracted Norwegian cultural elites before the Second World War: 
neighboring Nordic countries, Britain, and continental Europe, for the 
most part. But some found their relationships across the Atlantic to 
be a greater lure. For example, Arne Korsmo, a well-regarded architect, 
and Grete Prytz Korsmo, a silversmith and Arne’s wife, resided in the 
United States as Fulbright scholars for a year (1949–1950). The couple 
collaborated on the design of silver and enameled-steel products; Arne 
taught at the   National College of Art and Design in Oslo. During their 
year in the United States, the Korsmos lived in Chicago, where Grete 
attended the Institute of Design at Illinois Institute of Technology 
(IIT). They traveled throughout the country, visiting people and places 
associated with high-end American architecture and design. The 
Norwegian designers crossed paths with many major figures, including 
Kaufmann—they also befriended Charles and Ray Eames.6
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This close encounter with American design elites impacted the 
Korsmos’ creative output and, more importantly, Arne’s later teaching 
at the National College of Art and Design; Korsmo applied many princi-
ples learned in the United States. In 1952, a summer course in industrial 
design with visiting lecturers from the Institute of Design in Chicago took 
place in Oslo.7 Korsmo recruited five professors from the U.S. institute 
to teach the aspiring Norwegian industrial designers who would attend 
the summer course. Students from design schools across the Nordic 
countries—120 people in all—attended the three-week summer course.8 
Korsmo was becoming a champion of high-end American design in 
Norway and Scandinavia.

Korsmo was also emerging as a mediator between traditional, craft-
based methods of design and the new, industrial methods and practices 
he had been exposed to at the cutting-edge IIT Institute of Design. After 
all, Korsmo had evolved his teaching philosophy during his American 
sojourn. Back in Oslo, presenting a photo exhibit dedicated to the 
teaching methods of the IIT Institute of Design the preceding year, 
Korsmo wrote in the design magazine Bonytt: “Both through analysis 
and the shaping ability of Man, the aim must be to unite the crafts-
man’s model-making abilities with industry’s method of repetition 
through the machine.”9 Here, Korsmo reveals a key trope in contem-
porary design: the challenge of integrating craft and industry in design 
practice. On the one hand, Korsmo was a progressive modernist who 
enjoyed an extensive international network—given his Fulbright year 
in America, he possessed intimate knowledge of design and design 
education as practiced in the heartland of industrial mass production. 
On the other hand, he continued to consider craft-based skills essential 
to design. Ultimately, Korsmo was an idealist and a visionary. He was 
more interested in the idea of American-style, industrial mass produc-
tion than in its practical applications in Norway, with its vastly different 
infrastructure, market structure, and economy.

Not everyone shared Korsmo’s enthusiasm for the American industrial 
design process as presented at the photo exhibit. Odd Brochmann—
architect, passionate critic, and newly appointed professor at the 
Norwegian Institute of Technology—was far less positive. He character-
ized the methods employed at the IIT Institute of Design as abstract 
and scientific. In Brochmann’s view, this obsession with abstract formal 
analysis would “do more harm than good” and obscure the artistic, 
creative element he considered to be at the core of every design pro-
cess: “But the glow, the idea, where do they find that?”10 Brochmann 
was no less of a modernist than Korsmo, but Brochmann based his 
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modernist ideals on a paradoxical combination of a commitment to 
classical European cultural education and radical socialist ideals.11 
Seeking inspiration for his thinking on modernist design, Brochmann 
traveled not to the United States, but to the Soviet Union.12 For 
Brochmann, the connection between American industrial design and 
capitalism was more troubling than it was to Korsmo.

The knowledge of American industrial design that circulated in the 
Norwegian design community was by no means embraced uncritically. 
Rather, Norwegians reacted with ambivalence, which was expressed as 
everything from reflexive resistance to lingering reluctance to critical 
appropriation.

Fighting Fordism

When industrialized mass production became a hot topic for them in 
the 1950s, members of the Norwegian design community inevitably 
associated it with American-style mass production— epitomized by 
Fordism and Taylorism. The debate revealed deep concerns about the 
ability to maintain product quality in the context of this industrial-
ized process. Questions about cultural matters also arose, as a genuine 
fascination with mass production’s potential social and democratic ram-
ifications took hold. And designers wondered if industrialization could 
create new opportunities for designers. Many from the older generation, 
trained as they were in the craft-based manufacturing tradition, con-
tinued to argue against industrialized mass production. Often, design 
veterans used tradition as a proxy for quality—a tactic also employed 
in the Italian kitchen debate (see Emanuela Scarpellini’s chapter in this 
volume).

In 1950, Danish architect and furniture designer Finn Juhl launched 
one of the more curious attacks on Fordism. Juhl argued that the vast 
financial investment required by mass production rendered it a non-
competitive process. The high cost of manufacturing facilities and 
equipment, he wrote, “forced [one] to produce a very large number of 
copies.” In order to dispose of these products, one was “forced to...make 
use of wholesalers and insanely expensive advertising.”13 Industrial fac-
tories also required much larger administrative staffs, Juhl contended. 
The result? Mass-produced goods that would cost as much as products 
manufactured in a smaller series by means of craft-based production 
systems. Juhl offered as an example the 1948 Womb Chair, designed 
by Eero Saarinen for Knoll; the chair’s high price—$210—proved his 
point, he said. Juhl tried to discredit this icon of American design 
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still further: he claimed that the molded plastic shell—the chair’s key 
innovation—was a dishonest use of materials, “hidden” as it was by 
foam-rubber and fabric upholstery. But Juhl failed to appreciate that 
despite its “industrial” appearance, the Womb Chair was not a generic, 
mass-produced product. It was a high-end luxury item—a fact borne out 
by its big price tag.14

Knut Greve, cultural historian and president of the Norwegian 
Applied Art Association, also acknowledged the sizeable investments 
required for advanced industrial mass production. In contrast to Juhl, 
Greve did not dismiss the system on the basis of cost per se. Greve’s 
concern was one of scale; the Nordic countries’ small populations and 
small-scale industry would not allow for American-style mass produc-
tion. He wrote, “The most interesting and intriguing experiments in the 
field of applied art today are related to completely new materials....Such 
experiments can only be carried out in the laboratories of large-scale 
industry and subsidized by its mighty economic resources.”15

Greve’s article, entitled “Experiment or Tradition,” was written as 
a reflection on the reactions to MoMA director Edgar Kaufmann, Jr.’s 
1948 visit to the Nordic countries. Kaufmann had been invited by 

Figure 6.1 Norwegian designers understood both mass production and plastics 
technology—despite the controversy surrounding them. Pictured here: allegedly 
the world’s first telephone made entirely from thermoplastics. Designed by Arne 
E. Holm and Johan Christian Bjerknes, manufactured by Elektrisk Bureau (1953).
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the four national applied-art associations to visit Denmark, Norway, 
Sweden, and Finland. The intention was for Kaufmann to assess the 
countries’ production in the field of design. In the best-case scenario, 
he would return to MoMA with favorable impressions—as well as many 
Nordic design objects. It was an initiative based on the associations’ 
firm belief that the Nordic countries were among the world leaders in 
design. The hope was that an exhibit of Nordic design at MoMA would 
open the doors to the vast and highly lucrative American market. 
Unfortunately, Kaufmann was not impressed, and the Scandinavians’ 
dream of being showcased in his cathedral of high-end modernism 
vanished. Remarkably, this particular incident instilled a profound 
feeling of betrayal and disappointment. The editor of Form, the design 
 magazine of the Swedish Applied Art Association, interpreted the inci-
dent as a sign that it was “now America’s turn to act as a creator of 
design and culture.” The editor painted a bleak picture of the Nordic 
countries’ position in this “brave, new world” of industrial design, 
which was led by the United States: “We have seen how we have fallen 
by the wayside and have been regarded as idly picking flowers along 
the Scandinavian roadside while progress has whizzed past us.”16 One of 
the co-editors of Bonytt—the official voice of the Norwegian Applied Art 
Association —characterized the event simply as a “defeat.”17

For members of the Nordic design communities, Kaufmann’s unwill-
ingness to champion them in America stirred up deeply emotional 
reactions, from anger to disbelief and disillusionment. Greve offered 
a more nuanced—if not opportunistic—interpretation. He argued that 
Kaufmann and MoMA prized exceptional and experimental work, 
which was doomed to fail in Scandinavia. This was not due to lack of 
skill or talent, but to structural considerations: Greve recognized that 
Scandinavia did not possess the means to compete in the realm of the 
experimental avant-garde. But, he claimed,

[there] is still no doubt that the Scandinavian countries lead when 
it comes to popularizing good design. We have reached the general 
public. Our exhibits are visited by people who, in any other country 
in the world, would not set foot in a design exhibit....[G]ood design 
is manufactured by more companies, sold in more stores, and pur-
chased by a larger percentage of the population than anywhere else 
in the world.18

Greve’s defense hinges on social responsibility and democratic values. 
As he put it: “Two rooms plus a kitchen is the social framework on 
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which we wish to focus our efforts.”19 But engaging in a social mission 
had its price, he seems to argue; exceptional and experimental design 
were sacrificed. In order to reach the general public, one had to use 
forms and colors, for example, that the public would accept: “It must 
be connected to a known tradition. All extreme experiments seem 
strange and hostile to this public.”20 Evidently, Greve had little faith in 
the public’s competence, curiosity, and taste. As such, he adheres to a 
longstanding tradition in the applied-art community: that good taste, 
social responsibility, and democratic values must be instilled in the 
ignorant public by the enlightened and philanthropic elite.

In a fascinating chain of associations, Greve links large-scale industry 
with MoMA’s highly elitist, avant-garde design culture. Further, he asso-
ciates the Nordic applied-art tradition of artisans and craft-based produc-
tion systems with the principles of democracy and social responsibility. 
The connection between mass production and avant-garde culture is 
especially surprising. Within the applied-art community, industrial 
mass production had been portrayed as a predominantly evil force that 
vulgarized material culture; Greve’s portrayal was the antithesis.

Coping with Commercialism

It was during the late 1940s and the 1950s that the industrial design pro-
fession came into its own in Europe, managing to distinguish itself from 
applied-art traditions. Still, industrial design was commonly identified 
as an American phenomenon, which evoked ambivalence concerning 
the profession. Scandinavians respected the Americans’ working meth-
ods but spurned their mainstream aesthetics. This is consistent with 
the findings of other case studies in this book, namely, that American 
process innovations were more readily appropriated by Europeans than 
were product innovations. For example, in his chapter in this volume, 
Adri Albert de la Bruhèze shows how Dutch hotels of the same period 
avoided all references to American design—while adopting American 
planning, organizational, and management principles. Similarly, Nordic 
designers were greatly impressed by the sheer size and organization of 
the industrial-design profession in the United States. Scandinavians 
envied the profession’s strong standing and key role in the manufactur-
ing industry; there was much to learn from the systematic methodology 
developed in American design practice. But European designers ridiculed 
the stylistic devices and formal language that dominated mainstream 
American industrial design—MoMA-sanctioned “good design” notwith-
standing. This attitude surfaces in an article in which architect Åke H. 
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Huldt—director of the Applied Art Association’s school in Gothenburg 
and director of the Swedish Applied Art Association—seeks to introduce 
industrial design in the Scandinavian context. Under the subheadline 
“Yank Tanks and Streamlined Refrigerators,” Huldt explains Americans’ 
increasing appreciation of industrial design’s  commercial aspects—and 
the resulting boom in the profession:

Design consultants have opened offices with large staffs and [they 
receive] sizable royalties and [they maintain] practices that lie 
somewhere between the architectural office and the ad agency....
[The design consultant’s] work can easily—and there are many 
examples of this—become superficial, motivated exclusively by 
inciting interest in and demand for a product by means of a sen-
sational appearance....[With] American cars...and elsewhere, one 
has committed a terrible sin against the important commandment 
that should apply to all modern design: the demand for truth and 
honesty.21

Within the Nordic design communities, mainstream American indus-
trial design had become a Janus-faced figure: alluring and inspirational 
when showing its organizational side, ridiculous and appalling when 
showing its aesthetic side.

Mirroring the growing awareness that design belongs to the cultural 
sphere as well as to the world of commerce, Jens von der Lippe, a Bonytt 
co-editor argued:

[The designer] must work for the factory, not against it; he must 
make the factory’s products better, more profitable, more appropriate 
and attractive to the public, more saleable for the retailers; he must 
sense the public’s demands and desires when they are current—and 
before they are current.22

This was a call for a less “artsy” attitude on the part of designers; von 
der Lippe not only legitimatized but encouraged the commercial and 
consumerist dimensions of design. Similarly, positive attitudes toward 
trends, marketing, and consumer behavior were expressed by the editor 
of Bonytt, Arne Remlov, in his report on a panel discussion about the 
designer’s role in Norwegian industry. Making an analogy to the French 
fashion industry, Remlov suggested that the Norwegian consumer-goods 
industry “launch” its designers and “brand” their names—all in service to 
deploying marketing strategies and fulfilling sales potential. Remlov saw 
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such strategies emerging in the neighboring countries; he feared Norway 
would lose out in the intensifying international competition. Remlov 
also accused Norwegian industry of withholding designers’ names, not 
as a deliberate strategy, but because of “gaucherie and lack of flair for the 
subtleties of public relations.”23 Designer Thorbjørn Rygh also petitioned 
for “a greater interest in the designer behind the furniture,” and made a 
puzzling analogy to the artist’s “signature as the reassuring and (or) deci-
sive” factor when purchasing a painting.24 The irony of Rygh’s comparing 
the designer’s role to the artist’s role is this: the following year, 1955, Rygh 
would co-found Norwegian Industrial Designers, an organization whose 
very existence depended on the perceived need to distance the world of 
design from the realm of art.25 Rygh’s motivations aside, his statements 
represent a sharp departure from the rationalistic logic and utilitarian 
attitudes of the immediate postwar years. Within a decade, the act of ana-
lyzing and responding to trends and public taste had been transformed: 
the dreadful sin of pandering to the public was now  normalized; it was a 
legitimate marketing tool for achieving good design.

Nordic industrial design came of age in concert with new consumption 
regimes. From the mid-1950s onward, tariff barriers fell like dominoes, 
and import restrictions were relaxed. For the Norwegian consumer-goods 
industry, this meant increased foreign competition in the formerly pro-
tected domestic market. Norway needed export markets for its rapidly 
growing production volumes.26 So, mediating between culture and com-
merce became crucial in promoting design. And Remlov’s suggestion—to 
turn Norwegian (or Nordic) industrial design into a version of French 
fashion—was understandable.

Negotiating American Design

The official American design-propaganda machine made landfall in 
Scandinavia in 1953. An exhibit called American Design for Home and 
Decorative Use portrayed a very different side of U.S. design, indeed. The 
exhibit toured major Nordic cities before traveling to Belgium and Italy. 
The exhibit was commissioned by the newly established United States 
Information Agency (USIA), a government agency set up to influence 
foreigners by means of cultural propaganda—and thus contribute to the 
“psychological warfare” against the USSR.27 The USIA entrusted the task 
of organizing the show to MoMA and Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., who had 
experience with similar projects.28 Anticipating European skepticism of 
American mass production and its effects on design practice, Kaufmann 
emphasized the continued importance of tradition and craft; he 
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deliberately downplayed the role of Taylorist and Fordist principles.29 
Kaufmann was determined not to alienate European audiences with 
what he feared could be interpreted as “inhuman” design objects. This 
may explain, in part, his choice to exhibit household objects only—
about 300 in all. Appropriately enough, it was the America-inspired 
Arne Korsmo and his students at the National College of Art and Design 
that organized the exhibition in Oslo.30

The show generated great expectations in the Norwegian design com-
munity and was indeed met with relative enthusiasm. But an other-
wise positive Bonytt review of the exhibit made an essential point: in 
contrast to the show’s sweeping title, the exhibit represented anything 
but average American design. As the review explained, the objects on 
display were “typical of another America that exists perhaps particularly 
in and around the Museum of Modern Art in New York....[T]he circle 
associated with this exclusive museum is an elite one.”31 And it was this 
MoMA-approved elite design—not mainstream American design—that 
was applauded in the Norwegian design community. Arguably, the 
 elitism on display was equally evident in Scandinavian design exhibits 

Figure 6.2 In 1953, the official U.S. design-propaganda machine made landfall 
in Scandinavia. Pictured here: the American Design for Home and Decorative Use 
exhibit, on the first leg of its tour, in Oslo.
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on tour abroad. As we shall see, these were no more representative of 
“average” design and production than the MoMA show in Scandinavia. 
In a more in-depth review of the exhibit, Thorbjørn Rygh expounded 
on this distinction. He was awed by the experimental furniture on show 
designed by MoMA protégés. But he did not approve of most main-
stream American design, which he characterized as more generic, more 
popular, and more commercial:

America gives in to formalism...it does not seem to bother anyone that 
a household iron appears to be built for high speed. The car has also 
become a grotesque example of irrelevance. The exterior shape has 
become a garment that changes according to fashion, independent of 
developments in the car’s engineering.32

The ambivalent response to the exhibit in Norway was echoed in other 
host countries as well, especially Denmark.33 The Danish response has 
striking similarities to the general reception to American design else-
where in Europe—Italy, for example. Here, the editor of the design maga-
zine Stile Industria expressed the same contempt for the “dishonesty” and 
“shallowness” of American styling, but he was also genuinely impressed 
by the positions designers held in American industry. The scale of the 
American industrial-design market; the advanced industrial research; 
and the experiments undertaken also impressed the magazine’s editor.34 
Even the design community of Great Britain—a region representing 
a relatively large market and highly industrialized economy—expressed a 
similar attitude. The editor of the Council of Industrial Design’s house 
organ, a magazine titled Design, wrote: “American mass-production 
methods are hardly appropriate to the makers of say, Staffordshire bone 
china, Yorkshire woolen cloth, Walsall leather goods,” and claimed that 
in American society, industry completely lacked the “aristocratic back-
ground to set such standards [of] tradition for quality” upon which most 
“British industries depend for their existence.”35 The deep-seated resist-
ance toward American mass production has been expressed poignantly 
by historian Patrick Maguire, who observed that “even Ford UK showed 
very few Fordist tendencies.”36

European design elites were not the only ones to condemn the 
American streamlining aesthetic; their American counterparts were 
equally ardent in their battle against perceived vulgarity.37 In the United 
States, the crusaders for “good design” included MoMA; the communi-
ties evolving around design schools (Cranbrook Academy of Art and 
the IIT Institute of Design, for example); and several high-end furniture 
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manufacturers. The U.S. scene featured two extremes: MoMA elitism at 
one end of the spectrum, and a populist belief in styling, at the other 
end. A large industrial design profession sought to mediate between the 
two.38 Design elites were not the only critics of commercial, mainstream 
American design—streamlining in particular. For example, historian 
Joy Parr has shown that, in the 1950s, Canadian women consumers 
formed broad alliances to boycott streamlined products exported from 
the United States. These consumers objected to the massive market-
ing apparatus surrounding these products—and sought to disassociate 
themselves from the consumer frenzy of their U.S. neighbors.39

In Britain in particular, plastics embodied the “menace” and “vulgariza-
tion” ushered in by American design and mass production.40 Meanwhile, 
the Norwegian plastics industry grew rapidly throughout the 1950s—
despite Knut Greve’s claim that Norwegian designers were incapable of 
working with that medium.41 This resulted in many new manufacturers 
and innovative products—designed with or without the mediation of art-
school-trained designers. Entrepreneurs and engineers in the Norwegian 

Figure 6.3 In the 1950s, fiberglass leisure boats emerged as a market for the 
Norwegian plastics industry. In this photo, a Skibsplast Seamaster 15’ (1958), 
inspired by American boat magazines, skims the waters of a fjord.
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plastics industry viewed American material and production technology 
as a vital source of inspiration and of knowledge—rather than a target of 
condemnation and disdain.42

Counterstrike: Promoting Scandinavian Design in the U.S.

Indeed, Scandinavian design communities debated the merits and mis-
doings of American design, fretting about the impact of American mass 
culture. But all the while, Nordic design professionals were orchestrating 
a counterstrike: widespread campaigns to promote Scandinavian design 
in the United States. One early—and admittedly unconventional—
effort to promote Norwegian design in the U.S. resulted from a private 
initiative headed by the furnishings retailer and Bonytt co-founder Per 
Tannum in cooperation with the goldsmith Torolf Prytz. In May of 1951, 
they launched a showroom exhibit, entitled Norway Designs for Living, 
on North Michigan Avenue in Chicago. Despite its origin as a private 
initiative, the exhibit garnered official support from several sources. First, 
Prytz was president of the Norwegian Applied Art Association, a fact that 
signaled endorsement by the Norwegian design community. Second, 
governmental agencies, including the Norwegian Export Council and 
the Royal Norwegian Foreign Ministry, also backed the exhibit, confer-
ring strong political support.43 And the Norwegians vanquished any 
doubts about their intentions by selecting none other than the social 
democrat prime minister, Einar Gerhardsen, to open the show.44

Ninety manufacturers and craftspeople were represented, all of whom 
exemplified, according to Tannum, the modern, new Scandinavian 
design characterized by “light colors, an honest use of material, and 
simple practical lines.”45 The rhetoric of this show surpassed the usual 
vocabulary for describing Scandinavian design: honest, natural materi-
als, supreme usability, and elegant forms. The show’s organizers also 
communicated the country’s egalitarian values; the objects in the show 
were meant to convey Scandinavian social-democratic traditions.46 
Arne Remlov had observed instances of Americans trying to reduce 
Scandinavian design to style; in his opinion, this was equivalent to 
mannerism.47 So, the Norwegian mediators deemed it crucial to empha-
size that the designs on show were based on ideology, not style. After 
all, to be credible, Scandinavian design needed an identity that was 
distinct from the disputed American formalism.

Chicago was chosen for several reasons. It was a strategic commercial 
center for the Midwest. The region was home to a vast population of 
Scandinavian descent. And it was an intellectual center, home to the 
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IIT Institute of Design, among other design schools and universities. 
With its comparatively high prices and limited production volumes, 
Scandinavian design in the U.S. targeted primarily upper-middle-class 
intellectuals. A commercially motivated initiative, the exhibit sought to 
test the U.S. market’s interest in Norwegian design; it was, in a sense, a 
feasibility study of the market for regularly organized exports.

Arne Korsmo and a former student, designer Birger Dahl, designed 
the exhibit. In hindsight, Korsmo reported that he had enjoyed the 
challenge—but that he would rather have seen the objects subjected 
to jury selection. Korsmo went so far as to quote his new friend and 
mentor Charles Eames, who said that the large quantity of objects 
on display obscured the aesthetic quality of the products.48 Korsmo’s 
wife and sometime collaborator, Grete, was represented at the Chicago 
exhibit, and their acquaintance, Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., subsequently 
invited her to exhibit one of her silver platters at a MoMA Good Design 
show.49 With its reported 10,000 visitors—Eames and Kaufmann among 
them—Norway Designs for Living seems to have made the impression it 
intended,  mediating Norwegian design to an upscale American public.

It was an optimistic venture, and an ambitious one. Rather than risk 
fading from the public’s memory, the exhibit was converted into a per-
manent business called Norway Designs A/S, with seventy-eight com-
panies as shareholders. In December of 1951, Tannum had accepted an 
order for 8,000 chairs from a U.S. furniture wholesaler. No Norwegian 
manufacturer had the capacity—even via inter-company collaboration—
to meet such a huge order, and it had to be canceled.50 Due to financial 
problems, Tannum was forced to shutter its Chicago shop a few years 
later. This exemplifies the problem faced by the Norwegian consumer-
goods industry throughout the 1950s. In trying to establish viable 
export schemes, the Norwegians discovered that the most lucrative mar-
ket of them all, the United States, was simply too big. Norway Designs 
for Living failed to generate substantial Norwegian export revenue. 
But the initiative represents an interesting early attempt to piggyback 
on the growing popularity of Swedish and Danish design in the U.S. 
at the time.51

Of the institutions and events that promoted Nordic   design interna-
tionally in the 1950s, many highlighted the Scandinavian dimension 
rather than the individual national identities. Unquestionably, the most 
celebrated of them all was Design in Scandinavia—An Exhibition of Objects 
for the Home, which toured the U.S. and Canada from 1954 to 1957. The 
exhibit toured approximately thirty venues and attracted more than 
650,000 visitors.52 As we will see, the Norwegian contribution reveals 
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how its creators across Nordic nationalities sought to portray a curated 
cultural image of Scandinavian design in America.

In the fall of 1953, an article by Torolf Prytz in Bonytt announced 
the forthcoming pan-Nordic campaign in North America. Prytz 
framed this opportunity in terms of export possibilities—despite the 
fact that his organization’s primary responsibilities were domestic, 
not international.53 Given its limited financial resources, the associa-
tion required full financing for the project by the host museums in 
America—even before planning could begin with the Nordic gov-
ernments.54 The Scandinavian organizing committee was comprised 
of national subcommittees. The Norwegian committee consisted of 
Torolf Prytz, Arne Remlov, and Ferdinand Aars, secretary general of the 
Norwegian Applied Art Association and a member of Bonytt’s editorial 
committee.55 Remlov was also entrusted with the task of editing the 
exhibit catalog.56 The inclusion of these three high-profile representa-
tives signals that the Norwegian  contribution to Design in Scandinavia 
expressed the official attitudes and ideology of that country’s design 
community.

The goal was clear: the chieftains of the Norwegian applied-art move-
ment were to present modern Norwegian “craft, industrial art, and 
industrial design.”57 The catalog’s introductory text, which was writ-
ten by Swedish art historian Gotthard Johansson, was accompanied 
by three photos from each of the four participating nations—Sweden, 
Denmark, Norway, and Finland. Of the three photos, one image por-
trayed a typical national landscape; one depicted an iconic building 
type; and one image showed an interior meant to convey the country’s 
design culture. For the landscape shot, Norway was represented by a 
photo of a fjord surrounded by steep, snow-clad mountains. For the 
building shot, they used a large, traditional, wood-paneled Oslo house. 
But the interior chosen to represent Norway was of a completely differ-
ent nature. The seating in the photo consisted of a settee and an easy 
chair of light, organic forms; bright colors; and unconventional con-
struction, designed by Torbjørn Afdahl and manufactured by Sandvik & 
Co. These were accompanied by a glass table with steel legs, designed 
and executed as a prototype by Cato Mansrud.58 Intriguingly, neither 
Afdahl nor Sandvik & Co. feature in the catalog’s list of exhibitors, 
while Mansrud does. In other words, the industrially manufactured 
settee and easy chair were not part of the exhibit, despite having been 
chosen to represent Norwegian design in the catalog’s introduction. 
Mansrud’s name, on the other hand, was on the list—as both designer 
and manufacturer.59
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This example underscores the fact that industrial-design and 
 mass-produced objects were sorely underrepresented in the Norwegian 
committee’s selection—despite the stated goal to include “craft, 
 industrial art, and industrial design.”60 A possible key to understanding 
this bias can be found in a request by Prytz, a request made in con-
nection with the 1953 presentation of the planned exhibit: “All of our 
designers and companies [must] make an effort to create good things....
[The  exhibition] should and must be a stimulus for manufacturers and 
artists.”61 Notice how Prytz implies that the exhibit would not be a 
collection of products easily available to the broader public—it would 
not be “democratic” industrial design, that is. Rather, it was intended 
to showcase elite objects of supreme artistic quality. So, in addition 

Figure 6.4 The Nordic countries promoted their design internationally. Perhaps the 
most celebrated event: Design in Scandinavia—An Exhibition of Objects for the Home, 
which toured the U.S. and Canada from 1954 to 1957. Featured here: the illustra-
tion of a Norwegian interior included in the introduction to the exhibit catalog.
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to the large proportion of craft objects in the selection, the industrial 
manufacturers’ products were, for the most part, commercially insig-
nificant. They were interesting mainly artistically—and likely to garner 
attention for the company from that perspective. Prytz’s justification 
for the association’s involvement in the project—that it would promote 
exports—seems rather dubious. Judging by the products on show, the 
selection criteria had very little to do with the products’ export poten-
tial. But, in mediating Norwegian design abroad, Prytz and his cohorts 
invoked commercial arguments as a pretext for creating good will 
toward Scandinavian design abroad.

Indeed, the Norwegian committee’s selection criteria for Design in 
Scandinavia reveal an ideology that prizes art over commerce. But, 
importantly, this elitism was neither practiced nor preached rigor-
ously on the domestic scene. Far from it: Prytz proclaimed his concern 
that “[m]any applied artists [brukskunstnere] throw around the word 
art [kunst] to describe their profession.” This was unhealthy, he said, 
because the applied-art community needed “the collaboration with 
both industry and with studio craft, perhaps especially with industry.”62 
His insistence on the growing importance of the industrial produc-
tion of consumer goods indicates a marginally increased acceptance 
of industrial manufacturing. But Prytz was far from romantic in his 
embrace of mass production. The notion still prevails of the designer as 
domesticator, the cultivator of uncivilized, savage machines: “Machines 
are, after all, severely limited creatures, even when a creative, imagina-
tive mind knows how to exploit them.” Prytz ended his manifesto with 
a tellingly visionary appeal: “In time, [industry must] allow the leading 
designers to have a place in its organization alongside research directors, 
production managers, and sales managers.”63 “Just as they do in the 
United States,” he might well have added.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored how European and American design cultures 
engaged each other in the 1950s. We have seen how, in this most 
American of decades, American industrial design was both loved and 
hated by Europeans. Using Norway and Scandinavia as case studies, 
we have observed how both personal and institutional bonds were 
forged, facilitating a rich but challenging transatlantic design dialogue. 
For European design communities, the early postwar period offered a 
close encounter with American material culture in all its many forms. 
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American design, from the pedestrian to the pretentious, was met with 
both keen interest and ambivalence. At the same time, Scandinavian 
design was engaged in a counterstrike. Proponents of “good design” 
mediated a deliberately constructed version of Scandinavian design 
culture in the United States. Through this exchange, new design cul-
tures and consumption regimes emerged in Europe. Design elites in the 
U.S. were eager to prove that American material culture had more to 
offer than just Juicy Fruit chewing gum and Rock-Ola jukeboxes. 
Meanwhile, the Nordic applied-art associations were struggling to 
adjust to new developments in the practice of design and in consumer 
culture. Europe’s pioneering industrial design professionals were striving 
to prove their worth as masters of a design culture that often resonated 
more in America than in Europe—technologically and sociologically.

The young Bjørneboe’s ambivalence toward the United States, cited 
in the introduction to this chapter, eventually became a political cru-
sade. This is best expressed in his 1966 essay, “We Who Loved America” 
(“Vi som elsket Amerika”):

The title of this article is not ironic. I myself belong to those who 
have truly loved America, and I know how it feels....America was 
the land of dreams, freedom, opportunities, and adventure....I can-
not say exactly when it was, but one day I realized I no longer loved 
the U.S.A. It must have been at the beginning of the 1950s. America 
had become dangerous, frightening, scary. It represented conformity, 
corruption, violence, the world’s strongest military, and it aspired to 
become the world ruler.64

Bjørneboe’s shift in attitude toward the United States in the 1960s 
may indicate a broader development. To cultural radicals in Europe, 
the United States and the military power and hedonistic consumption 
it represented became a projection screen for all that was wrong with 
contemporary society. Design discourse was deeply affected by this 
change of heart. Diminished were the fears of American mass produc-
tion; disdain for the U.S. styling extravaganza; and desires for American 
consumer goods and lifestyles. All of this yielded to a growing concern 
with issues such as ecology, sustainability, and social responsibility. The 
1950s represented a period in which transatlantic design dialogue was 
at a high point. These were conversations rife with contrasts and contra-
dictions, ambivalences, ambiguities—tensions that, arguably, have since 
been mitigated. As design critic Arthur Hald wrote in 1953, reflecting on 
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his own mixed feelings toward American design: “But in the confronta-
tion between one’s own prejudices and ideals and those one encounters 
lies perhaps the beginning of an understanding.”65
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7
Confronting the Lure of American 
Tourism: Modern Accommodation 
in the Netherlands
Adri A. Albert de la Bruhèze

After the Second World War, the United States played an active, 
direct role in Europe’s recovery and integration. The effort to 
 modernize the European tourism industry—including its physical 
infrastructures—became a cornerstone of U.S. postwar foreign policy. 
The American goal was to create a single, open European market and 
a “modern consumer society.” This was to counter the perceived 
communist and socialist threats. The plan was for European leisure 
patterns to resemble—if not mimic—the “American way of leisure.” 
By the late 1940s, this American consumption regime was clearly 
defined, characterized by individual freedom; car mobility; national 
and transnational highways; roadside hotels and restaurants; open 
borders; and open skies.

As part of the plan, U.S. officials targeted American tourism to 
Europe; this was one way to help close the “dollar gap” between the 
United States and European countries. In the words of one high-
ranking U.S. official, American tourism provided “a speedy, direct, 
supplementary means of injecting dollars into the economy of Western 
Europe.”1 Using the framework of the Marshall Plan (European 
Recovery Program), U.S. officials made it a priority to modernize the 
European hotel industry.2 The European reaction was ambivalent. 
On one hand, European officials welcomed aid—financial assistance in 
particular—from the U.S. On the other hand, Western European coun-
tries resisted U.S. policy in favor of finding their own way of manag-
ing consumption. Both sides were invested in the transition from the 
bourgeois tourism of the prewar period to the changed consumption 
patterns of the postwar time. In Europe, reconstruction included the 
process of creating national welfare states.3 And, according to European 
official thinking, an inevitable outcome of this modern welfare society 
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would be mass tourism—a future social problem that required state-led 
guidance and control.4

U.S. and European tourism policies may have shared a focus on 
middle-class mass tourism, but their overall approaches differed 
widely. The U.S. policies emphasized individual consumption, and 
 private enterprise took center stage; this was free-market-driven 
production and consumption of leisure products and services. State 
policies actively promoted and supported this approach, as did pop-
ular-culture industries as well as U.S. travel and tourism industries, 
notably the American Express Company, Hilton Hotels International, 
and Trans World Airlines. Together, private market interests and 
U.S. foreign-policy goals constituted a powerful package deal.5 In 
contrast to the American way, European countries focused on col-
lective and individual consumption that was guided and controlled 
by the nation-state. It was the nation-state that would speak and act 
on behalf of consumers and producers, the nation-state that would 
arrange “responsible” leisure for all citizens.

In analyzing the divergent attitudes toward consumption, Victoria de 
Grazia describes the American consumption regime as Fordist.6 In the 
context of this volume, a Fordist tourism regime is defined by four fea-
tures. First, it requires large, open markets. Second, it is a standardized, 
tradable commodity—with highly standardized services designed for a 
standardized, middle-class tourist. Third, the regime is produced effi-
ciently via uniform methods by a network of private corporations. And 
fourth, the state as well as non-governmental organizations  support 
the regime with their policies.

According to de Grazia, the prospect of U.S. tourism bridging the 
dollar gap between the United States and Europe accelerated the 
“Americanization” of Europe. De Grazia argues that the United States, 
as a postwar world power, imposed its Fordist consumption regime 
on Europe.7 In this chapter, using the Netherlands as a case study in 
European tourism, I refute de Grazia’s claim. Here, I reframe how the 
Dutch reinterpreted the promises and challenges of the American tour-
ism regime. I argue that, by focusing on the design of new, “modern” 
tourist accommodation, the Dutch reinterpretation was a complex, 
dynamic process that involved many actors, many variables. Far from 
reproducing the American approach to tourism in the Netherlands, 
Dutch actors reworked, redesigned, and selectively appropriated 
elements—including management principles—of “the American way 
of leisure.”
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Tourist Accommodation for the Working Class: 
Camping Centers and Holiday Villages

The history of Dutch consumption and leisure is a history of patronage. 
The role of the patron materialized in cultural and social relationships. 
From 1850 to 1945, patrons emerged from civil society; from 1945 to 
1990, patrons were embodied by state actors. Given that cultural and 
political elites defined leisure as a social problem, this top-down guid-
ance was considered a necessity. Specifically, elites viewed “the masses” 
as unable to cope with their increasing leisure time; the fear was that 
“the masses” would develop immoral, disorderly behavior.8 To prevent 
this, patrons linked leisure activities to education, culture, and nature. 
Initially, both religious and secular civil-society organizations—the secu-
lar Royal Dutch Touring Club (Algemene Nederlandse Wielrijdersbond or 
ANWB) among them—managed this moral responsibility.

At first, the mediation of Dutch leisure and tourism was an open-
ended affair. Neither the state nor the marketplace took particular 
interest; no party intervened systematically. Leisure and tourism were 
unregulated and negotiations informal. These circumstances provided 
civil-society organizations (religious and secular) with a social mandate 
and an area of expertise to claim their own. In speaking and acting on 
behalf of the leisure sector and leisure consumers, the self-appointed 
spokespeople articulated social and cultural values—and aligned those 
values with user requirements. It was these spokespeople in civil-society 
organizations who negotiated the form and function of Dutch leisure 
and tourism. They based their model of leisure and tourism on princi-
ples that were at once moralistic, patronizing, and elitist. Elevating the 
lower classes—educating and protecting them: these were the goals. 
Interactions and power relationships between the national state, the 
market, and civil society contributed to shaping Dutch tourism.9 

After the Second World War, this became clear with the emergence 
of the powerful state, which gradually took over from civil-society 
organizations. This harmonized with the postwar mentality of mass 
tourism as a crucial feature of the modern social welfare state. A 
new, academically trained professional elite within the government 
emerged as the new intermediaries. These elites became the keepers of 
this modern social problem. For example, the Government Planning 
Service (Rijksdienst voor het Nationale Plan) was charged with the spa-
tial planning of Dutch mass tourism. The task fell to them as planners 
of the Netherlands’ limited available space (most of which was already 
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designated for future housing, industry, and agriculture).10 In this 
postwar context, the Dutch acted like many other European welfare 
states, using social planning as the guiding principle in construction 
projects. And it was state institutions like the Government Planning 
Service—alongside technical experts and other professionals—that 
acted as the newly self-appointed spokespeople for consumers; it was 
primarily the state that negotiated the design of Dutch tourism.11 And 
these new spokespeople adopted the existing tourism regime that 
condescended to “the masses”—although these new actors used more 
technocratic, neutral- and objective-sounding language and different 
methods to achieve their aims.12

Almost all of the planners agreed on the projected shortage of appro-
priate accommodation for Dutch mass tourism; the design and construc-
tion of new tourist accommodation became the priority.13 To determine 
needs, planners divided consumers and their accommodation require-
ment into two main categories: working-class tourists and middle-class 
tourists. The working-class subcategories were: families with young 
children, childless couples, and couples with married or older children. 
The middle-class subcategories were: “tourists with more money to 
spend” and “car owners traveling with a tent, caravan, or tent trailer.” 
Working-class tourists were the focus, given the attitude that they were 
most in need of guided, “responsible leisure.” Middle-class tourists who 
owned cars and traveled with tents, caravans, or tent-trailers received 
little attention. This was due, in part, to the absence of policy on 
private-car mobility. From 1945 to 1965, planners postponed building 
car infrastructure, giving priority instead to industrial reconstruction 
and social-housing programs.14 It was accommodation for the working 
class—who traveled by bicycle, motorcycle, train, or bus—that generated 
concern. Working-class families with young children received particular 
attention, labeled, as they were, the “most difficult category.” For this 
group, the ANWB and the Government Planning Service proposed to 
build camping centers and holiday villages consisting of simple sleeping 
huts or small summerhouses. Communal dining and relaxation  facilities 
would enable collective, organized, “responsible leisure activities.”15

While Dutch-tourism policymakers focused on working-class tour-
ists who traveled mainly by bicycle and public transportation, the 
U.S. Marshall Aid emphasized car-dominated middle-class tourism.16 
But, the Marshall Plan made a provision for tourism that averted this 
potential policy clash. In 1948, European countries were informed 
that the U.S. Marshall Aid would also be used for the modernization 
of European tourism; this was to increase U.S. leisure travel to Europe. 
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The American funding would be available to build and reconstruct 
hotels that met “U.S. standards.”17 European nations responded to 
the promise of hotels as a way to attract growing numbers of U.S. 
tourists, who would, indeed, increase the dollar revenues of Europe’s 
dollar-hungry nations. According to estimates made by the Economic 
Cooperation Agency (ECA)—the U.S. government’s administration 
center for the Marshall Plan in Europe—by 1952, 500,000 Americans 
were expected to visit Europe annually; they would spend between 
$200 million and $250 million annually.18

Dutch policymakers interpreted this promise of a U.S.-dollar bonanza 
in different ways; controversy erupted over the accurate definition of 
modern leisure and the concept of “Dutch” leisure. Policymakers also 
debated the parameters of appropriate tourist accommodation; who 
the tourist really was; and what that tourist really wanted. Civil-society 
actors like the tourist organization ANWB discussed American influ-
ences in cultural and moral terms. Meanwhile, state actors discussed 
Marshall Plan policies in mostly economic terms. Corporate actors, like 
the Dutch hotel and catering industry, began to assess the possible rami-
fications for their trade. Large travel and tourism companies with inter-
national interests, including the Holland America Line and Royal Dutch 
Airlines (KLM), saw Marshall Plan policies primarily as  opportunities 
to expand their markets.

For the Dutch government, the influx of foreign currency—the closing 
of the dollar gap—was a key issue. One opportunity to boost dollar reve-
nues arose in the late 1940s, when the Dutch Ministry of Reconstruction 
and Housing approved construction of a British “Butlins” holiday 
camp—initially for British “lower-class” tourists—in the coastal town of 
Zandvoort, the Netherlands. This announcement fuelled fierce reactions: 
Dutch tourist organizations associated Butlins camps with commercial, 
large-scale, organized amusement, which was considered “irresponsible” 
and an expression of “bad taste.” Further, almost all of these negative 
features were deemed “American.” For example, the ANWB painted the 
Butlins holiday camps as “American forms of amusement,” dismissing 
them as “massive and passive” and as the result of “shameless exploita-
tion”—in short, as “un-Dutch.” According to one ANWB official, the 
Butlins company even resembled the German National Socialist Strength-
Through-Joy movement (Kraft durch Freude) in its methods.19 The Dutch 
hotel and catering industry viewed the Butlins concept of commercial, 
commodified leisure as a form of “Americanism” that would “promote 
a mechanization of free time,” and that would “destroy every individual 
initiative, every free activity, and every creative ability in man.”20
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The Butlins plans stirred social controversy in virtually every imagi-
nable context—from women’s organizations to youth organizations to 
tourist organizations; and from the hotel and catering industry to cleri-
cal organizations and the press. To end the controversy—and to conform 
to the social-housing priority that dominated postwar  reconstruction—
the plans were canceled.21 Moreover, U.S. Marshall Plan officials voiced 
another important reason to cancel the project: it represented organized 
“massive working-class tourism” which, they argued, did not meet the 
standards of American middle-class tourism. 

In the late 1940s, the Dutch tourism actors concurred that working-
class tourism should not be “Americanized.” In their view, Dutch 
working-class tourists should not be exposed to negative—large-scale, 
commercial, and hedonistic—forms of tourism stamped “U.S. culture.” 
This consensus dovetailed with the traditionally patronizing stance 
toward Dutch consumption and leisure: the lower classes could not 
cope with their increasing leisure time, vulnerable as they were to 
“stimuli” that sparked hedonistic, immoral, and disorderly behavior.

The U.S.-funded “Marshall hotels”—built for middle-class American 
and European tourists—would also be contested in the late 1940s and 

Figure 7.1 Dutch tourist organizations frowned on the “American leisure activi-
ties” sponsored by British-run Butlins holiday camps, featured in this photo. 
The Dutch feared these activities would encourage “irresponsible and disorderly 
behavior” on the part of working-class tourists.
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early 1950s. This controversy would make for fraught interactions, at 
times, between state organizations; the traditionally small-scale hotel 
and catering industry; and large travel and tourism companies with 
transnational interests.

Tourist Accommodation for the Middle Class: 
Marshall Hotels

In the Netherlands, the Marshall Plan’s “tourism aid” message spread 
quickly via the American Business Club, the U.S. embassy, and the 
American Express Company.22 In March of 1949, the Dutch government 
considered spending 15 million guilders (approximately $5.6 million) 
of its “counter-value” Marshall Plan budget on the reconstruction and 
building of “modern” hotels. This was expected to generate approxi-
mately 700 new “international” hotel beds.23 Reactions came from the 
Dutch hotel and catering industry—notably, its trade organization, 
HORECAF (referred to here as the Dutch Hotel Association), comprised 
mainly of small and medium-sized family-owned Dutch hotels. The 
Dutch Hotel Association asserted that Marshall Plan money should be 
spent on reconstructing and modernizing existing hotels—instead of 
building large-scale new ones.24

In June of 1949, the Dutch government announced that it would 
be spending 7 million guilders (approximately $2.6 million) of 
Marshall Plan money to modernize the Dutch hotel industry.25 Upon 
hearing this news, the Dutch Hotel Association voiced its fear of the 
government investing in large-scale “dollar-earning hotels.” Their 
concern was that the accommodations would serve only American 
tourists and large, international travel and tourism corporations. 
Dutch tourists and the entire Dutch hotel industry would be left 
out, they feared. This concern was justified. Indeed, the government 
evaluated the planned hotels based on what they added to exist-
ing tourist accommodations; on how appropriately they addressed 
the demands of American mass tourism; and on how they proposed 
to increase the volume of U.S. tourists and dollar revenues for the 
national economy.26 The Dutch Hotel Association’s fears material-
ized in the form of a list: the preliminary group of Dutch “Marshall 
hotels” consisted mainly of large international hotels located in cities, 
like Amsterdam, that attracted the most foreign tourists.27 The large 
Dutch travel and tourism companies applauded this policy. According 
to W.H. De Monchy, managing director of the Holland America Line, 
immediate measures were required if American tourists were to be 
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guaranteed appropriate accommodation. This was vital to making 
the Netherlands more attractive to American tourists.28

Who were these American tourists, and what were their demands? 
In the summer of 1949, an American official voiced the answers at 
a press conference in the Hague. Theo J. Pozzy was head of the U.S. 
Travel Development Section at the ECA; he defined the American tour-
ist as a middle-class American looking for non-luxurious, middle-class 
accommodation furnished with “appropriate sanitary equipment” and 
providing “appropriate services.” To illustrate his point, Pozzy recom-
mended the Statler and Hilton hotels as American examples to follow. 
These hotels had been successfully standardized—from their planning 
to their construction and layout to their room design and general 
interior design. This created economies of scale—including sustainably 
low room prices. It was these hotels that set the standard for modern 
American hotel architecture, however contested. The design was func-
tional, with unadorned façades, rectilinear interiors, and a great deal of 

Figure 7.2 The American hotel represented a decidedly modernist blueprint, 
which became controversial in Europe: each country had its own hotel tradi-
tions, standards, and architecture. Pictured here: a quintessentially American 
Statler Hotel room of the 1930s, complete with studio bed.
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glass.29 Pozzy’s examples and recommendations betrayed his—and the 
ECA’s—modernist bias. The image of America he offered was a decid-
edly modernist blueprint—a blueprint for a future European consumer 
and tourism society. In Europe, this image was to become controversial: 
European countries had developed their own hotel traditions, hotel 
standards, and hotel architecture.

During a meeting in July of 1949, Pozzy discussed the hotel issue with 
the Dutch Secretary of Economic Affairs, Van den Brink. Pozzy offered 
U.S. technical assistance in modernizing the Dutch hotel  industry—
to catch up with American developments. Minister Van den Brink 
appreciated the offer, claiming it would be “nonsensical if we did not 
benefit from technical progress realized elsewhere.”30 Well-acquainted 
with modern yet controversial American hotel architecture, Van den 
Brink challenged the alleged Dutch backwardness. Reacting against 
the standardized, contemporary U.S. hotel architecture, Van den Brink 
emphasized the importance of “Dutchness,” defined as the “Dutch 
character” of hotels, evident in their exterior appearance and interior 
furnishings.31 On the matter of Dutchness, Van den Brink found an 
ally in Dr. Hirschfeld, the government commissioner for the European 
Recovery Plan at the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Hirschfeld saw 
American hotels as substantially more practical and modern than Dutch 
accommodations—especially regarding sanitary equipment and service; 
despite this view, he did not advocate that the Dutch copy all American 
developments. Similarly, Hirschfeld believed that the Dutch hotel 
industry could benefit from U.S. technical assistance in many areas. At 
the same time, he preached preservation of the domestic architecture’s 
“Dutch character”—a modern, world-renowned architectural heritage. 
In order to explore the possibilities of combining modern Dutch and 
American hotel features, Hirschfeld advised Minister Van den Brink to 
send a study group to the United States—and to draft a Dutch hotel 
plan as soon as possible.32

The ECA representatives considered Van den Brink and Hirschfeld’s 
remarks. In July 1949, Clarence Hunter, the chief of the ECA Mission to 
the Netherlands wrote to Hirschfeld. Hunter stated that he and Pozzy 
had not intended to convey “that the American designer is superior 
to all  others,” but that “the opportunity is here to benefit by our lat-
est experience in this field and it was sincerely with this in mind that 
technical assistance was suggested.” Hunter added that he wanted to 
“concur with Mr. Pozzy that we do not wish to force the ‘American 
way’ on interior decorations, but from the view of modern comfort, to 
which the traveling world has become accustomed, we can, I feel, make 
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a valuable contribution in layout planning.” According to Hunter, this 
and other U.S. assistance could “speed the Netherlands in securing 
their greatest possible share in the rapidly increasing dollar tourism 
 anticipated for Europe.”33

To his own staff, Minister Van den Brink admitted that Dutch hotels 
indeed fell short quantitatively and qualitatively of meeting American 
tourists’ needs—and in securing substantial dollar revenues, as a result. 
And he continued to oppose the idea of equating the modernization of 
Dutch hotels with meeting American demands. The minister predicted 
that the Dutch hotel industry, still comparatively small, would fear 
and resist unfair competition from the large-scale, modern “Marshall 
hotels.”34

Van den Brink’s prediction materialized; the promised bonanza of 
American tourists and dollar revenues became a contested issue. Some 
parties promoted the idea of building new, modern hotels to attract 
American tourists. These promoters included the Dutch government, 
large Dutch travel and tourism companies, and the Netherlands National 
Tourist Office (Algemene Nederlandse Vereniging voor Vreemdelingen 
Verkeer). But the Dutch Hotel Association was skeptical about the 
“American promise.” Members of the association claimed that to rely 
on U.S. tourism was to make the Dutch hotel and catering industry 
dependent and vulnerable. The association members suggested domes-
tic tourism as an alternative. This implied their agreement with the 
ANWB and the Government Planning Service: all preferred to see more 
accommodations that catered to Dutch tourists. This meant adding 
more of the medium-sized hotels that were less expensive and relatively 
simple, though providing “complete Dutch care.”35 To support their 
argument, the association underscored the idea that American tourists 
would visit the Netherlands only during a few weeks in summer; this 
would cause room vacancies as well as other operational and commer-
cial problems. So, building new American-style hotels would not be a 
profitable investment, the Dutch Hotel Association claimed.36

In June of 1950, the Dutch Hotel Association’s chairman, J.G. 
Meyer, publicly stated that the Dutch hotel sector did not need “big 
American-style hotel palaces” and that the unique, “cozy” character 
of small-scale Dutch hotels must be preserved. According to Meyer, 
every hotel should provide the highest-level service possible—without 
allowing themselves to be dictated to by the (impossible) demands of 
“the spoiled Americans.”37

Powerful Dutch stakeholders with transnational interests challenged 
this position. The Holland America Line and KLM, for example, had 
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vested interests in providing transatlantic transportation to American 
tourists. These companies pressured the government constantly to build 
new, large-scale modern hotels. This was to attract and accommodate 
increasing numbers of foreign tourists, Americans in particular. In 1951 
and 1952, the Holland America Line launched two new passenger ships: 
the Rijndam and the Maasdam. According to the company’s managing 
director, De Monchy, the vessels were specially designed to “serve mass 
tourism that will determine the future.” Further, KLM’s general direc-
tor, Albert Plesman, opined that the Dutch hotel and catering industry 
should be grateful to the Holland America Line and KLM for providing 
so many foreign customers. During a Dutch Hotel Association confer-
ence in November of 1950, Plesman openly criticized the association’s 
“conservative” attitude. For the offense of opposing the construction of 
modern, U.S.-inspired hotels, Plesman told association members, “You 
should get your ears boxed. You do not see the importance of the future 
that I have an interest in.”38

Dutch and European Hotel Developments

In December of 1949, the U.S. technical-assistance program was well 
under way; the Tourism Committee of the Organisation for European 
Economic Cooperation (OEEC) decided to send several study groups 
to the United States to learn more about American hotel equipment, 
construction, and administration as well as hotel management, and 
services.39 The Dutch government had a specific request of the com-
mittee members, all of whom represented the Dutch hotel and catering 
industry.40 They were to study the construction and the organization of 
medium-sized hotels. This translated to accommodations of no more 
than 300 beds, therefore comparable to large Dutch hotels. All of the 
American cities selected featured the same climate as the Netherlands: 
rainy, but temperate.41

In its July 1950 report, the Dutch delegation expressed particular 
enthusiasm for U.S. hotel practices and methods concerning operations 
and management. Members of the delegation concluded that the Dutch 
hotel industry could benefit from Americans’ travel-agency expertise. 
The Dutch wanted to know more about a range of activities, from 
organizing sightseeing trips to doing market research and public rela-
tions; from vocational training to standardized billing methods; from 
the “scientific” hotel construction to the vital issue of professional hotel 
management to improve efficiency. In comparing operational practices 
on both sides of the Atlantic, the study group declared Dutch hotels 
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smaller, more disorderly, and less efficiently run than their American 
counterparts. Other comparisons produced different outcomes, how-
ever. When it came to hotel architecture and layout, the design of hotel 
rooms and interiors, the study group deemed the Dutch hotels more 
authentic and personal, warmer and cozier than their American cousins.

Significantly, the report also specified that American authorities 
expected the European “reception structure” to be adapted to the 
demands of U.S. middle-class tourists who visited Europe. To clarify these 
expectations, Pozzy drafted a “helpful” document entitled “Suggestions 
to European Hotel-Keepers as to How to Please their American Clientele.” 
Pozzy explained that “American customers, particularly the new postwar 
types, differ fundamentally from Europeans in their way of living and 
their taste of [sic] food.”42 The twenty-five suggestions stressed the need 
to introduce modern services and conveniences. For example, serving 
ice water and installing ice-making facilities were now priorities. Service 
was to be quick, with no waiting time between courses at meals and a 
high standard of efficiency overall. Each room was to have a working 
telephone. Hotels needed laundry, dry-cleaning, and elevator services. 
Hot water was to be available around the clock; a free English-language 
newspaper given to guests each morning; sanitary facilities kept clean. 
When it came to new hotels, Pozzy proposed to build “Statler-type” 
living room-bathroom arrangements. He also lobbied for installing 
cold- and hot-water facilities as well as air-conditioning in each room; 
ice machines and modern, high-speed elevators should grace the hotel 
corridors.43 Pozzy pointed to every single state-of-the-art feature found 
in American hotels, using the Statler and Hilton hotels as exemplars for 
European hotel modernization.

In the Netherlands, the report’s publication did not go unnoticed. The 
modernistic blueprint for Dutch hotel design and management made 
an impact. In November of 1950, for example, the ANWB’s house organ, 
Tourists’ Champion (Toeristen Kampioen), began a series of articles called 
“A Guest at the Marshall Hotel for Two Days” (“Twee dagen te gast in het 
Marshall hotel”). The pieces focused on the facilities and services that 
“modern” hotels required; the articles meant “to provide a mirror to 
hotel keepers.” Set in the future, the series followed an imaginary mid-
dle-class American family’s stay at a newly “modern” Dutch hotel; the 
reports sketched out future Dutch hotel life and management. Described 
on these pages were furnishings, gadgets, and appliances, all of which 
were unknown in Dutch hotels at the time; the personal and technical 
services described, like ice machines, showers, and air- conditioning, 
were especially unfamiliar.44 In publishing this series, the ANWB 
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contributed to the image—and the anticipation—of a modern, America-
inspired future.

At roughly the same time, U.S. ECA officials began to acknowledge 
the realities of bridging the dollar gap by targeting U.S. tourists: few if 
any Dutch hotels could survive on American tourists alone, who com-
prised 15 percent of all foreign visitors who stayed at Dutch hotels.45 
Dutch and American policymakers agreed: the Dutch government 
would merely consult the ECA on how to distribute Marshall Plan 
money; final decisions were up to the Dutch government.46 As a result, 
in 1951, the Dutch government selected—from 200 applications—the 
twenty hotels to receive U.S. Marshall Aid. Predictably, these hotels 
served foreign and Dutch visitors who were middle-class and traveled 
primarily via airplane.47 

In July of 1951, Dutch parliament ratified the law on construction 
and modernization of the hotel sector. Two key officials emphasized 
that modern hotels (those meeting U.S. standards) would attract foreign 
revenues and tourists—particularly Americans. One exemplary recipient 
of Marshall Plan funding collected 1.1 million guilders (approximately 
$418,000). Amsterdam’s Grand Hotel Krasnapolsky was renowned for its 
“cosmopolitan character”: two-thirds of its guests were foreign. “Kras” 
was also valued “for its Dutch character of cleanliness and geniality.”

The Krasnapolsky’s management projected Amsterdam as a future 
tourism center and foresaw a room shortage. They decided to  modernize 
by forming an alliance with KLM. The airline flew in potential 
 middle-class guests: tourists, businesspeople, and conference  participants. 
Krasnapolsky made special arrangements with KLM; increased its size; 
added rooms; and expanded its conference facilities. As important, all 
new rooms contained a bath, shower, toilet, and radio; some new rooms 
were “Statler proof.”48

After the Dutch hotel law passed, the Dutch Hotel Association acqui-
esced to the construction of “Marshall hotels.” After all, the nation’s 
transnational tourism policy had shifted definitively from rationing 
to modernistic refurbishment.49 In 1952, the association announced 
that it would abstain from participating in the “Invasion of Europe” 
debates. This European controversy challenged U.S. hotel firms (like 
Hilton) that were supported by the new Eisenhower administration.50 
That same year, budget cuts following the Korean War had abolished 
the U.S. Travel Development Section of the ECA. Members of the Dutch 
Hotel association realized that key hotel developments on both sides of 
the Atlantic would be discussed mainly at a transnational level—not in 
Europe, per se.
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The OEEC and its Tourism Committee emerged as the crucial trans-
national European actor. In the 1950s, the organization’s core task 
remained to “concentrate on the European hotel situation in order to 
see whether this was sufficient to cater for an ever-increasing number of 
tourists from overseas and particularly from America”—despite the fact 
that the policy context had changed.51 In the United States, the policy 
shift from a Democratic to a Republican administration implied a fare-
well to New Deal policies. In 1952, the U.S. representative on the OEEC 
council stated America’s new European policy: create a single European 
market by liberalizing trade. To this end, the U.S. fostered European pro-
ductivity, their effort embodied by creating the European Productivity 
Agency in 1953. “Social tourism”—working-class tourism—was now 
seen as crucial to productivity.52 And, stimulating European tourism 
meant charting and comparing national developments, coordinating 
and standardizing them. The OEEC Tourism Committee made it a 
priority to develop a standard European tourism-accommodation clas-
sification. This was to create alignment with transport companies, travel 
agencies, and car-centric infrastructure policies.

Hotels were now urged to focus on economies of scale (their “self-
financing capacity”); on rationalizing all phases of hotel management; 
on standardizing hotel management and services; as well as on improv-
ing marketing research and public relations. Actors in the Dutch hotel 
sector also sought greater transnational standardization in other areas. 
In the name of uniformity, they weighed the merits of adopting the 
U.S. accounting system, for example.53 And in the late 1940s, inspired 
by the American Hotel Association’s standardizing of vocational train-
ing, the Dutch hotel sector launched a similar four-year “practical” 
vocational program in national schools.54 To gain the considerable 
“capacity” and expertise these initiatives required, hotels relied closely 
on non-governmental organizations. Called into service were the 
International Hotel Association, the European Travel Commission, and 
the European Branch of the Union of Official Travel Organizations, 
among other groups.

Conclusion

After the Second World War, Europeans contested the very definition of 
“the American way of life.” In this Cold War context, Europeans debated 
whether American products and processes should be adopted, reworked, 
or rejected. The controversy encompassed many social domains, including 
tourism. Confronted with the modernistic image of America—conjured, 
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in part, by the ECA’s U.S. Travel Development Section—Dutch actors in 
the hotel sector constructed their own images of America.

These interpretations of America—and the prospect of a modern-
istic, U.S.-guided future for the Dutch hotel sector—evoked feelings 
of national identity. Dutch actors rediscovered and reconstructed the 
Dutch identity, the “Dutch character” of their tourism industry. In 
the Netherlands, the identity issue centered on postwar reconstruction 
debates in which the management of social-class issues was crucial; the 
Butlins camp controversy of the late 1940s and the “Marshall hotel” 
issue of the 1950s demonstrate this. The spokespeople for Dutch tour-
ism agreed on the meaning of Americanization: it was commercial, 
individualistic, and hedonistic. They also agreed that American-style 
working-class tourism should be avoided, as it led to irresponsible, 
immoral behavior. Middle-class tourism was the way forward—with a 
mix of modern American and Dutch features. The Dutch interpretation 
of “modern tourist” accommodation was a top-down process; fear of 
American homogenization and standardization were recurring themes. 
The spokespeople for tourism also differentiated the old system of 
patronage from its new, “modern” elements. Social-class distinctions 
were seen as playing an important role.

By no means did Dutch tourism’s spokespeople fully adopt the image 
of America projected by modernistic Marshall planners. In fact, actors in 
the Dutch tourism sector re-purposed U.S. examples and developments, 
reinterpreted American challenges and pressures. The results could be 
characterized as neither “American” nor “Dutch.” This was a hybrid 
tourism regime comprised of collective, individual, commercial, and 
state-led initiatives. In its 1955 review of the Marshall Plan years, the 
Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs acknowledged the hybrid nature 
of it accommodations. The ministry noted that, initially, the ECA had 
pushed the model of U.S. tourism: building American-style hotels with 
hundreds of rooms, shopping malls, and adjacent conference facili-
ties. The review stated the negotiated consensus among Dutch tourism 
actors: that modernization of European hotels should fit local mar-
kets, contexts, and traditions—while meeting American standards of 
hygiene, management, and service.

This outcome was also evident in other European countries. In France, 
for example, transatlantic contact only reinforced the need for defining 
the French national character. The pattern of selective appropriation—
with variations, of course—was also visible in other European countries. 
In all cases, European actors focused on American processes rather than 
on American technologies and tourism “products.” Actors in European 
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tourism were more inclined to accept U.S. models and standards for 
process innovation; these actors rejected the aesthetics and the scale of 
U.S. products, from hotel architecture to interior design, ice machines 
to air-conditioning.

European actors actively co-constructed the new transnational tourism 
regime. U.S. policies and challenges, American dollars and management 
models served as strong influences. Marshall Plan policies successfully 
portrayed American management methods, if not technologies, as effi-
cient, promising, modern—and inevitable. Ultimately, actors in Dutch 
tourism believed they could benefit from U.S. models, standards, and 
methods. After all, everything from information campaigns to educa-
tion programs, study tours to technical assistance, helped confirm this. 
If any doubt remained, transnational tourism companies like Holland 
America Line and KLM stepped in to assert their stake in the tourism 
sector. These power relationships, too, were part of the Dutch process of 
inventing modern tourism accommodation.
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8
Exploring European Travel: 
The Swedish Package Tour
Thomas Kaiserfeld

In March of 1963, one of Sweden’s largest newspapers broke the story 
of “scandalous tours” (skandalresor)—a pernicious trend affecting leisure 
travelers.1 The article described how Sweden’s booming leisure-travel 
industry—especially package tours by air—failed to deliver the experi-
ences depicted in travel companies’ advertising. “Travel and get rich,” one 
brochure of the time proclaimed.2 The travel experience, within Sweden 
and abroad, would provide all things glorious, memories to enrich and 
last a lifetime. Ads and brochures extolled the virtues of everything from 
the luxurious hotels to the accessible beaches and ease of transportation.

The reality was starkly different, however. Hotels, the article asserted, 
were anything but luxurious, beaches anything but close by, and 
transportation was neither quick nor convenient.3 The newspaper 
cited international statistics showing chartered tours by air to be sig-
nificantly more dangerous than regular flights. In 1962, for example, 
chartered tours accounted for only 10 percent of all passenger flights, 
yet 36 percent of all flight deaths occurred on chartered aircraft.4 This 
reported that fatal flight accidents were five times more common on 
chartered flights than on standard runs. Further analysis proved that 
safety was on the rise for regular flights, while safety was decreasing on 
chartered flights. Beside the life-threatening dimension of travel, tour-
ists were also subject to severe disappointments: pre-paid packages of 
several-months’ salary that led to being stranded in dreadful destination 
points—and ruined vacations.

It was in the late 1950s and early 1960s that new patterns of leisure-
travel consumption emerged in Europe. The trend was most pronounced 
in the small, wealthy countries on Europe’s periphery—regions like 
Scandinavia that were relatively unscathed by the Second World War. 
Package-tour vacations became more popular during this period, when 
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travel technologies were shifting from the bus to the airplane; the  
transformation of package-tour practices was under way.5

But the shift toward air travel proved problematic. Virtually every 
component of air travel was more complicated than busing tourists 
around Europe on the ground. In flux during this period was everything 
from tour companies’ practices to consumers’ expectations, the indus-
try’s rules to countries’ regulations. The mid-1960s brought changes 
to the entire package-tour consumption regime: package tours by air 
started to replace bus travel; travel was faster; and the processes—from 
air-traffic control to purchasing aircraft—were more complex  logistically 
as well as more regulated.

By the mid-1960s, consumers were accustomed to pre-paying for 
all forms of entertainment, including opera performances and sports 
events, for example, as well as travel and tourism experiences. Trips by 
bus, train, and air—no matter how short—relied on such pre-payments, 
which were confirmed with a ticket. In this context, pre-payment of 
package tours by air represented a departure from the normal expendi-
ture on entertainment: air package tours were significantly more costly. 
Justifiably, middle-class families perceived air-package tours as a major 
investment. After all, the tours included flights, hotels, selected meals—
sometimes for several weeks at a time. Never had the stakes been this 
high in a consumer entertainment market—only the highest-ticket 
items, like homes and cars, could compare. Accordingly, the air-package-
tour supplier’s failure to deliver on the promises advertised could create 
a financial and personal disaster for the consumer: a “scandalous tour.”

Resolving Sweden’s “Scandalous Tours”: 
An Iconic European Process

The focus of this chapter is the Swedish scandalous package-tour phenom-
enon, specifically, the resolution of this conflict as an iconic European 
process. As we will see, the Swedish package tour as a product alone was 
influenced by the U.S. in a limited, contained, and often indirect way. As 
we will also see, American infrastructure afforded Swedes mass-scale tour-
ism, starting in the 1950s. But the development of Swedish tours—the 
way in which the consumption regime evolved—retained a resolutely 
Swedish, if not European, character. Specifically, in order to resolve the 
problems of “scandalous tours” reported by the press, a host of interme-
diary actors were introduced. These included the public authority of the 
Swedish National Consumer Council (Statens konsumentråd); various 
government commissions; and journalists, among others. The political 
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action that ensued often involved negotiations between interest groups 
such as branch organizations or consumer cooperatives. The outcome 
was a transformation of the package-tour consumption regime: a gov-
ernment commission investigated the existing package-tour regime 
and, subsequently, the government passed a law in 1967 to provide a 
 guarantee for consumers’ purchases of package tours.

The argument in this chapter revolves around the concept of the 
mediation junction, in particular the mediation junction that emerged 
around the “scandalous tours,” as the defining Swedish—if not 
European—phenomenon. In this chapter and, indeed, in this book, a 
mediation junction is defined as an institutional and organizational 
space in which different stakeholders negotiate technological develop-
ments. Representatives of the state, the market, and civil society may all 
participate in a mediation junction; exploring the interactions between 
these actors sheds light on the processes involved in creating and 
forming consumption regimes.6 Successful negotiations between these 
intermediary actors depend on the existence of a recognized media-
tion junction. This, in turn, carries weight when scripts for consumer 
behavior are created. The existence of functioning mediation junctions 
is thus a necessary but not sufficient condition for the influence of 
 intermediary actors on the establishment of a consumption regime.

The existence of mediation junctions can be linked to neo-corporat-
ism, the political system in which society is seen as a corporate based on 
voluntary agreement between government and labor and business inter-
ests where societal needs are generally satisfied by tripartite negotiations. 
In Sweden, for example, a lack of housing during the 1920s was dealt 
with by creating housing cooperatives and various housing programs: 
national, regional, and local. This can be characterized as a neo-corpo-
rative solution. Frequently, neo-corporatism has been associated with 
social democracy. This was the case in Sweden: from the post-Second 
World War period until the mid-1970s, the Swedish Social Democratic 
Labor Party, which dominated government. Accordingly, it was this 
arguably neo-corporative government that prevailed in Sweden during 
the period examined in this chapter.7 The same model of tripartite nego-
tiations—between capital, labor, and the state—has been observed in 
many other political settings, especially in smaller European countries.8

The Swedish Package Tour as a Product: 1950s and 1960s

As a product, the package tour was widely known in Sweden and in 
Europe at large. It comprised a means of transport (such as train; bus; 
and, later, airplane); accommodation with fixed departure and arrival 
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dates; and sometimes meals as well as a sightseeing itinerary—all 
included for a set price. Travel agents sold the package tours to individ-
ual consumers and aggregated them to form tourist groups that followed 
the same itinerary. This cut costs and facilitated planning for travelers. 
In addition, the security of a largely homogenous group of companions 
emboldened less-experienced tourists.9 Non-profit organizations, such 
as the Workers’ Travel Association, a union-run group in Great Britain, 
also organized package tours for their members during the 1950s and 
1960s. Their aim was to facilitate holidays for union members and their 
families. Other non-profit organizations were organized specifically to 
promote tourism, including the Swedish Tourist Association (Svenska 
turistföreningen), for example, which had a different, more ideological 
goal in mind: to spread knowledge about Sweden.10

The huge growth in the Northern European package-tour industry 
during the 1960s involved a growing middle-class eager to appropriate 
the “exclusive” leisure practices previously reserved for the wealthy. 
This trend gained momentum on both sides of the Atlantic. From 
the second half of the nineteenth century, paving the way for this 
trend, American and European aristocracy had bought mansions and 
created artist colonies in Mediterranean fishing villages and walled, 
medieval towns such as Cannes and St. Tropez. It was the aristocracy 
that pioneered tourism in these places. By the 1960s, mass air tourism 
introduced Northern Europe’s middle- and lower-class travelers to these 
chic destinations. Now, for example, the middle classes—and even a 
small number of working-class families—could afford to visit European 
cities and seaside resorts previously dominated by the wealthy.11 
Leisure trips to the Mediterranean—and the whole “sun, sea, and sand” 
experience—were now common: it was tourism on an industrial scale, 
mass tourism along the lines of Fordist consumption regimes. Now, 
trips to the Mediterranean matched consumption patterns for cars and 
restaurant visits, for example.12

The paid vacation comprised one important prerequisite for the 
“mass” phenomenon of package tours by airplane. New labor laws, 
passed in 1938, introduced a minimum of two weeks of vacation for 
all of the Scandinavian countries—as well as for many other European 
countries. In 1951, standard vacations were increased to three weeks; 
by 1963, four weeks were the norm. This made package tours more 
accessible to lower- and middle-class Swedes in the early 1950s—and 
even more widely accessible in the early 1960s.13 And, through agree-
ments with companies rather than through legislation, many groups 
of employees managed to secure much longer vacations. As the econo-
mies of Northern Europe grew after the Second World War, Europeans’ 
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vacation time increased. Workers in Sweden benefited in particular; the 
country’s successful, some say treacherous, foreign policy toward Nazi 
Germany had spared Sweden from becoming embroiled in the Second 
World War—and from German occupation.14 During the five years fol-
lowing the end of the Second World War, wages in the Swedish indus-
trial sector increased by 30 percent. Five years later, wages had jumped 
by another 30 percent. After a period of slower expansion, wages again 
rose by 58 percent during the 1960s. This fueled tourism in Sweden, 
creating a contrast between that country and the war-stricken European 
nations, of which there were many.15

Another contributing factor was the affordability of travel: between 
1945 and 1975, Swedish tourism prices fell by an annual average of 
6 percent.16 This was due to reduced costs in every form of transport, 
especially air travel. Planes were now cheaper to purchase and more 
cost-efficient to operate. In fact, it was the introduction of American 
passenger jet airliners that helped drive down the cost of air travel.17 The 
combination of lower transport costs and higher wages led to an increase 
in Swedish travel consumption more than any other  consumption sector 
between 1950 and 1964.18

American Influences on European Tourist Regimes

When it came to European tourist destinations, in the early 1960s, Spain 
was the most popular vacation spot, followed by Italy and Greece.19 The 
interest in Spain emerged from Spanish officials’ efforts to establish the 
country as a primary tourist destination for Americans. The Spaniards 
competed directly with established contenders for American tourism 
dollars: France, Italy, and Switzerland, among  others.20 Experts in the 
Spanish tourism sector formed alliances with their American coun-
terparts and corporations, such as American Express, Hilton Hotels, 
and Trans World Airlines. Travel professionals on both sides of the 
Atlantic marketed Spain as a travel destination in advertisements; 
through travel guides; via promotional film productions in Spain; and 
through other means of cultural expression. In any case, the efforts to 
sell vacations to this travel destination succeeded: from 1950 to 1951, 
the number of American tourists in Spain rose from 25,000 in 1950 to 
approximately 60,000 the next year. By 1964, tourism had increased 
tenfold to 600,000 tourists. So, from 1950 to 1964, the number of 
tourists from all countries traveling to Spain rose from 1 million to 
11 million.21 Apparently, campaigns to attract Americans to Spain also 
influenced the European market.
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In addition, American interests influenced the formation of transport 
and housing infrastructure so important to the tourist industry. In the 
previous chapter, Albert de la Bruhèze shows how Americanization 
processes influenced powerfully the construction of resorts and hotels. 
A companion case of American influence on European travel infrastruc-
ture was the effort to create a European network of bus lines in the early 
1950s. At this time, American organizations promoting U.S. tourism in 
Western Europe served to support European economic growth in this 
postwar period; to expand the European market for American goods and 
services; and to close the so-called dollar gap.22

The European network of civil-air transport developed along the 
same lines. Civil jet aviation was introduced and expanded rapidly 
in the 1950s. But the work to regulate international passenger traffic 
had already started in the fall of 1944, when the International Civil 
Aviation Organization (ICAO) was formed to coordinate safety and 
technical aspects of civil aviation. Different solutions were presented, 
such as multilateral agreements, to secure the right to fly over—and 
land on—the territory of other nations. Other issues were settled 
through bilateral agreements.23 Just over a year later, the International 
Air Transport Association (IATA) was formed to promote cooperation 
between airlines.24

Equally important were agreements made in order to coordinate civil 
and military air traffic. In the mid-1950s, military and civil air traf-
fic control in Europe were managed by two parallel systems. But the 
introduction and rapid expansion of civil jet aviation led to the idea of 
merging civil with military air traffic control in both space and time.25 
Coordination seemed to make sense, given that it promised cost-effi-
ciency for both systems as well as a way to avoid accidents. In order to 
achieve this, the ICAO and NATO organized a committee in 1955, with 
the IATA represented. By this time, an overhaul of European air traffic 
control systems had begun. This was to accommodate new technologies, 
including radar, advanced control systems, and faster jets. At the same 
time, new routines were introduced for communications between the 
civil and military aviation authorities. For example, civilian air traffic 
controllers were alerted to the schedule of military air exercises. American 
influence on European air traffic control systems was considerable, 
in line with America’s profound military interests in Europe.26

Starting in 1958, a new generation of jet airliners made mass- 
produced package tours to Europe more affordable and time-efficient for 
Americans.27 For example, the duration of flights for trips within Europe 
were nearly halved. Early on in the development of European tourism, 
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American airplanes were popular among Scandinavian airlines, which 
were engaging in charter tourism during the 1950s.28 During the Second 
World War, to secure air assistance, the Allied forces had built airports 
in the Mediterranean. After the war, some of these airports were re-
purposed for tourism. So, the earlier deployment of American military 
technology in Europe promoted civil passenger aviation throughout the 
1950s and 1960s. Another example: the widespread use of the American-
made Douglas DC-6, a piston-engine airplane with a pressurized cabin 
originally developed for military transport, led to dramatically lower 
priced package tours by air from Scandinavia to the Mediterranean. The 
DC-6 made it possible to cruise at an altitude of 30,000 feet and to fly 
over—rather than around—the Alps, without having to refuel.29 The 
DC-6 and other types of airplanes were comparatively inexpensive and 
readily available after the Second World War. Scandinavian air-package 
tours—and indeed the European tourism industry—relied on the 
American military’s ability to make trans-European civil aviation pos-
sible. Efforts by NATO and the IATA pioneered secure trans-European 
civil aviation. This allowed the expansion of middle-class air tourism.

The leisure consumption regime of air package tours brought with 
it a transformation of travel practices. Before air tourism became 
widespread, transportation by bus was more the norm. Bus package 
tours included everything from city sightseeing and visits to cultural 
landmarks to sunbathing on beaches and salt-water swimming.30 But 
cultural sightseeing largely disappeared with buses. An air package tour 
to Majorca or the Canary Islands, for example, often included hotel 
accommodation and meals at the destination. No longer were there 
visits along the way to cultural landmarks on the European continent.31 
In this way, package tours by air transformed the European continent 
into a so-called space of denial: now, Scandinavian tourists traveling by 
air merely flew over these areas, en route to Southern Europe. This was 
a complete turnaround from the previous practice of making cultural 
visits on bus tours.32

In Scandinavia, mass tourism—especially package tours—grew explo-
sively after the Second World War. In fact, in the mid-1960s, the 
Scandinavian package-tour markets were the largest per capita in 
Europe, with Denmark and Sweden in the lead.33 French figures show 
that, in 1965, the country with the largest share of chartered flights 
in Europe was Great Britain, with 36.5 percent. This was followed by 
Scandinavia, with 26.7 percent; and West Germany, with 23 percent. In 
terms of consumption per capita, it is clear that chartered flights were 
2.5 times more common among the Danes, Norwegians, and Swedes 
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Figure 8.1 This graph shows the fl ow of non-scheduled civil air traffi c between 
European countries in 1965. The numbers relate to units of 100,000 passengers; 
only volumes of 100,000 passengers appear on the chart. 

than among the British. And chartered flights were easily four times 
more common for Scandinavians than for West Germans.34 Having 
avoided much of the devastation wrought by the Second World War, 
Scandinavia was more prosperous economically than Britain and West 
Germany at this time. But another component contributed to the 
postwar popularity of package tours: the geography and climate of the 
Nordic countries. Given the darkness (in winter months) and cold of 
the Scandinavian regions, package tours represented an escape route 
to the south—an escape route that has become part of the Nordic 
identity.35 In this context, it is understandable that Denmark, Norway, 
Sweden, and Finland (to a lesser extent) have particularly high numbers 
of package-tour charter flights per capita.36

Thus, the Nordic countries, despite their relatively small popula-
tions, provided charter-tour passengers for Southern Europe’s nascent 
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tourist markets. Sweden and Denmark led the trend. In Sweden, tour-
ism abroad took off in the decade after the Second World War: 75,000 
Swedish tourists traveled outside Scandinavia in 1947, compared to 
373,000 travelers in 1950. By 1954, more than 1 million Swedes were 
traveling abroad each year.37 Most of the tourists chose bus-package 
tours, which dominated tourist trips outside of Scandinavia through-
out the 1950s. Many fewer chose package tours that included non-
scheduled flights—charter-air package tours.38 Later, the trend reversed: 
from the mid-1960s, this form of travel became much more popular and 
package tours by air (departing from Sweden only) grew exponentially.39 
In 1965, 86 percent of Swedish package tours were charter-air package 
tours. Of these, about 90 percent flew to the Mediterranean.

Regulating Package Tours

Indeed, in the first half of the 1960s, Swedish consumption of package 
tours grew massively—and converted from bus travel to air travel. Many 
different factors contributed to the new regime, although some forces 
worked against these developments. For example, the airline Scandinavian 
Airlines System (SAS) attempted to restrict charter flights, which were 
more competitively priced than the airline’s standard flights. In 1954, SAS 
reframed their business concern about being undersold in the air-travel 
market as a scheduling concern: SAS officials told Scandinavian trans-
portation ministers that increased charter traffic threatened to infringe 
on scheduled SAS traffic. The airline demanded that aviation authorities 
issue regulations to limit charter flights. And SAS prevailed: transporta-
tion ministers authorized the aviation authorities of Denmark, Norway, 
and Sweden to draw up a set of shared rules for charter traffic.40

In this way, the Royal Swedish Board of Civil Aviation (Luftfartsverket) 
was pressured into introducing flight restrictions in 1957. By 1964, all 
airlines in all of the Scandinavian countries were subject to flight restric-
tions. One rule effectively reduced the charter-air business’ threat of 
infringement by increasing the charter tourist’s minimum length of stay 
to one week. Another rule contributed to keeping the price of charter-air 
tours in line with non-charter tours by requiring that hotel accommo-
dation as well as breakfasts be included in the total price. Yet another 
regulation buffered the competition from charter flights by requiring a 
minimum of fifteen charter passengers per group (this was later lowered 
to ten).41 This made it hard for air-charter companies to arrange tours 
for longer periods, given that most charter passengers favored trips no 
longer than a week or two.42
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These regulations helped to shape the consumption regime of air-
package tours.43 It was primarily the collaboration between the state-
controlled SAS and the aviation authorities of the various Scandinavian 
countries that enabled the regulation to be created. Such close collabo-
ration was indeed a pan-European phenomenon. During this period, 
most non-charter airlines were state owned—a clear advantage when it 
came to securing permits from the air traffic control authorities.44 In its 
attempts to curb the competition from the charter industry, the state-
controlled SAS was clearly in a position to influence aviation authorities 
directly; no intermediary was necessary.

Other forms of regulation were introduced to protect consumers from 
being defrauded by corrupt travel agents. The kind of regulation used in 
this case was authorization: designating some tour operators as having 
the official approval of the travel industry. Starting in the late 1930s, 
various authorization measures were put in place. The goal was to create 
an efficient system that could be approved by travel agents, consum-
ers, as well as by bus companies (and, later, airlines). Authorization 
emerged as a way to avoid sub-standard tour experiences, as well. For 
example, immediately after the Second World War, tours were occasion-
ally arranged randomly, by self-proclaimed, ad-hoc travel agents who 
had managed to get their hands on a bus and rounded up customers. 
Accommodation and activities were more or less improvised.

In an early attempt to regulate the worst con artists in the trade, 
a branch organization of the Association of Swedish Travel Agents 
(Svenska Resebyråföreningen) was formed in 1937. At the same time, 
the Travel and Holiday Organization of the Cooperative Movements in 
Sweden (Reso) began to organize vacations for the masses. Significantly, 
both organizations were established the year before the two-weeks-
minimum-vacation plan was introduced. Both organizations also requested 
that the government regulate the travel industry. In 1949, yet another 
intermediary organization arose. A council of passenger-transportation 
companies, this group’s task was to agree on rules and regulations for 
travel agents and organizers.45

Requests for the Swedish government to regulate the travel industry 
were largely denied: freedom of trade should prevail in the industry, the 
government argued. In 1951, a government commission upheld this 
judgment.46 But one member of this commission, a Reso representa-
tive, disagreed. He stressed the importance of regulating travel agents 
at a time when “the clientele of travel life was broadened” to include 
the masses. For the wealthier traveler, a disastrous vacation was experi-
enced merely as a lesson to be learned, he claimed. For the less-wealthy 
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traveler, however, a botched vacation could amount to a personal catas-
trophe.47 After all, some vacationers “saved up” for what promised to 
be the trip of a lifetime.

Starting in 1953, the Swedish Council for Passenger Transport 
Companies (Svenska Trafi kföretagens Råd) became responsible for author-
izing travel agents as well as package-tour organizers. (Notably, during 
this period, authorization was optional.) This was an unsatisfactory 
solution, given that the Association of Swedish Travel Agents was itself 
a member of the council: this placed travel agents in the untenably self-
referential position of having the authority to authorizing themselves! 
To rectify this situation, the process was reorganized in 1960. Now, 
travel companies were subject to the approval of the Authorization 
Council of Swedish Carriers and Travel Agencies (Svenska Trafik- och 
Resebranschens Auktorisationsnämnd). This group’s eight independent 
members were appointed by the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce 
(Stockholms Handelskammare)—yet another actor involved in  regulating 
Swedish package tours.48

The various attempts to tighten charter-travel regulations via authori-
zation reflect the different interpretations of how intermediary actors 
could be effective. Interestingly, negotiations that took place within 
government commissions and within local chambers of commerce 
often resulted in creating still more intermediary organizations that 
provided mediation junctions. For example, the Authorization Council 
of Swedish Carriers and Travel Agencies was an intermediary actor: it 
presented a viewpoint that had been negotiated among various stake-
holders. The council was also a mediation junction: an organizational 
space in which different stakeholders could meet and hold discussions.

In December of 1963, the authorization council established new 
regulations. To secure authorization, travel agents and organizers were 
now required to demonstrate financial stability, reliability, as well as 
knowledge of the trade.49 The proof-of-financial-stability requirement 
was now more explicit: every organizer and travel agent was obliged to 
pay a deposit equivalent to €50,000 and €100,000, respectively. These 
were funds to be used if and when travel operators were unable to fulfill 
their commitments to customers.

Ironically, having such funds on hand did not remedy the situation, 
given that most of those travel agents involved in “scandalous tours” 
had means available. But, insisting on deposits was at least a way of 
preventing bankrupt travel agencies from flying air-charter passengers 
abroad and leaving them there, bereft of tickets home. With package 
tours by air, the stakes were higher than with tours conducted by bus. 
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Consider the contrast between the air- and bus-travel regimes. With bus 
travel, the practice was for customers holding pre-paid hotel vouchers 
to travel via the chartered vehicle with the driver and a guide, both of 
whom stayed with the group of passengers throughout the trip. With air 
travel, on the other hand, the industry practice was for tour operators 
to collect payments from consumers before the trip—and to pay airlines 
and hotels only after the trip. This practice made it possible to start up 
a travel agency without financial means.50 Given these circumstances, 
travel agents in financial trouble were indeed tempted to cancel the 
payments to airlines—and leave customers stranded. This loophole was 
another powerful motivation to reform the existing package-tour con-
sumption regime. In May of 1964, yet another government commission 
was appointed. This group was tasked with analyzing the market condi-
tions for package tours, especially tours that included chartered flights. 
The commission was also to survey the possibilities and demand for 
consumer guidance in this area.51

To recap, in the early 1960s, the bus-travel regime had begun to 
change, now embracing air transport. Government commissions and 
other travel-industry related organizations emerged, including the 
Swedish Council for Passenger Transport Companies. Various interme-
diary actors also emerged, such as the Authorization Council of Swedish 
Carriers and Travel Agencies. Still absent among these groups, however, 
were package-tour consumers: the travelers themselves.

Protecting Package-Tour Consumers: Swedish-Style

This was the context in which Sweden’s “scandalous tours” first made 
headlines in March of 1963. Implicit in the press reports of “scandal-
ous tours” was a demand for action, although it was unclear by whom 
and to what end. Behind the alarming news of package-tour consum-
ers duped by travel agents was an even darker reality: no one before 
had spoken on behalf of package-tour consumers. The press had now 
assumed this role of defending consumers. As such, instead of using 
traditional channels such as government commissions or trade organi-
zations, the press conducted its defense on its own territory: the pages 
of newspapers and magazines.

In the first half of the 1960s, the Swedish press and other media pub-
licized “scandalous tours” so proactively that, eventually, these tours-
gone-wrong received political attention.   In response to press reports, 
the government agency for consumer issues—the Swedish National 
Consumer Council (Statens konsumentråd)—launched an investigation. 
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This may be interpreted as a sign of the agency’s willingness to act on 
behalf of consumers. In any case, this willingness harmonized with the 
spirit of the era: on both sides of the Atlantic, consumer awareness came 
of age in the mid-1960s. Economic growth after the Second World War 
had stoked private consumption. In Sweden, this led to the creation in 
1962 and 1963 of three distinct government commissions, all commit-
ted to “consumer enlightenment.” One result of these commissions’ 
efforts: the consumer council broadened its view of consumer issues to 
include package tours.52

In fact, the investigation initiated by the consumer council resulted in 
a report on Swedish package tours. The primary focus was air tours con-
ducted between July and October of 1964. The typical traveler analyzed 
in the report was urban (from larger cities, like Stockholm), middle-
class, white-collar, and earned an above-average income.53 Given that 
many package-tour travelers had experienced earlier trips abroad, the 
package-tour-market expansion was attributed to the growing group of 
travelers making repeated trips.

In 1964, the new government commission coordinated the efforts 
of the press and the Swedish National Consumer Council in analyzing 
“scandalous tours” and the market conditions surrounding them. At 
last, package-tour consumers had an intermediary acting on their behalf 
in a formally organized mediation junction. The government commis-
sion of 1964 included more than the “usual suspects”—politicians, 
industry representatives, as well as experts on consumer issues. To some 
extent, the government commission defined which interest groups and 
intermediary actors would have a voice in the debate about consumers’ 
“scandalous tours”—a term coined by the press.

The government commission of 1964 soon established that “scandal-
ous tours” included those canceled at the last minute. Also deemed 
“scandalous” were those tours that had taken place only after extraor-
dinary efforts on the part of the organizer, as well as tours that resumed 
only after extended delays. A third category considered “scandalous” was 
the tour in which travelers experienced far-lower-than-advertised levels 
of service. Tours for which there was no return flight—or a substantial 
delay before the return flight—were also branded as “scandalous.”54 
These were serious shortcomings on the part of travel agents and tour 
organizers that propelled tours into the “scandalous” category. A bumpy 
flight or missed meals did not qualify.

Having worked for close to two years on the problem, the commission 
of 1964 noted that at least fifteen “scandalous tours” had been reported 
in the media over the course of twenty-seven months: January of 1964 
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to April of 1966. Almost all of these debacles had involved canceled out-
ward-bound or return flights. The reasons for the canceled flights were 
either non-payments to airlines or the airline having had its landing 
rights in Sweden revoked. In several cases, tour operators’ outstanding 
debts to hotels had resulted in tourists being threatened with eviction.55 
One of the commission’s major conclusions was that “scandalous tour” 
applied only to package tours that included chartered flights. This con-
clusion supported the notion that air transport led to inefficiencies in 
the package-tour consumption regime—inefficiencies that had been less 
salient when dominated by bus transport. Apparently, package tours by 
other means of transport, such as bus or train, did not entail the same 
risk of cancellation.

In one case, the commission managed to interview sixty-eight out of 
seventy-six adult tourists involved in a failed package tour. In August of 
1965, several newspapers had exposed this “scandalous tour,” in which 
the return trip from Palma de Majorca had been delayed for three days. 
The reason: the airline had not received the agreed-upon payments 
from the tour operator. Interestingly, many of the consumers inter-
viewed protested the image portrayed by the press: they did not regard 
their tour experience as “scandalous.” The commission of 1964 also 
demonstrated that the press had grossly exaggerated the plight of the 
stranded tourists; press reports had contained inaccuracies.56 Another 
investigation had shown that almost two-thirds of package-tour tour-
ists were totally satisfied with their vacations, while approximately 30 
percent had minor complaints. Only in exceptional cases did consum-
ers have major complaints—and almost all these cases involved one 
particular travel agent.57 Thus, the notion of defective air-package tours 
as widespread became discredited. The press reports that, three years 
earlier, had prompted the government inquiry were also now cast into 
doubt.

Intermediaries confirmed that a problem existed, although they 
maintained that the press had exaggerated. So, in 1966, the commis-
sion of 1964 concluded that “scandalous tours” were limited in scope, 
relevant only to some travelers in the package-tour market. Most of the 
currently available tours were organized and sold by authorized com-
panies; smaller, unauthorized agents only accounted for a tiny fraction 
of the market. Even these fringe agents rarely failed to such an extent 
that the resulting tour could correctly be termed “scandalous.” The 
problem was contained to a mere 1 percent of all package tours. But 
given the approximately 400,000 travelers per year, the problem was 
still noteworthy.58 Finally, the matter was resolved: despite the media 
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spotlight on “scandalous tours,” the 1964 commission rejected the idea 
of imposing new legislation on travel agents to control the package-tour 
market, citing as sufficient the existing Norwegian legislation of 1948.

The main argument against new legislation however, was politically 
driven: it was the fear of restricting competition. To resolve the matter 
while not restricting travel agencies, the 1964 commission proposed 
to create a new board for handling complaints between consumers 
and travel companies. Actually, such an organization had existed 
since 1960: the Association of Swedish Travel Agents had set up the 
Committee on Charter Trips (Sällskapsresekommittén). This was to 
address cases in which consumers and travel agents had been unable to 
negotiate mutually satisfactory deals. But, according to the 1964 com-
mission, the existing committee was problematic: the Association of 
Swedish Travel Agents appointed the members, and there were signs of 
prejudice among the committee’s practices.59 Further, the Committee 
on Charter Trips was seen more as an intermediary actor representing 
travel agents—and less as a mediation junction in which consumers and 
travel agents could negotiate seemingly neutrally.

Another problem plagued the committee: few package-tour consum-
ers knew of its existence, and the committee had few cases. In its little 
more than five-year existence (1960 to 1964), it had handled only forty-
six cases, most of them regarding complaints about accommodation. In 
thirty-four of those cases, the committee had ruled in favor of the travel 
agent. These figures contrast sharply with the estimated one thousand 
annual complaints, written and verbal, received by the industry, though 
many of these grievances turned out to be minor.

In order to overcome the problems with the Association of Swedish 
Travel Agents’ Committee on Charter Trips, the commission now pro-
posed a new agency: the Swedish Travel Agents’ Consumer Complaints 
Board (Resebranschens reklamationsnämnd) would handle  package-tour 
consumer complaints. The new organization would be co-founded by 
the Swedish National Consumer Council, the Authorization Council of 
Swedish Carriers and Travel Agencies, and the Association of Swedish 
Travel Agents. This was a typically Swedish neo-corporative solution: an 
agency with representatives of both industry and consumers would be 
the mediation junction substituting for an intermediary actor. And this 
agency would handle complaints from consumers.

Some tourism-industry representatives disagreed with this solution. 
These representatives argued that, rather than form a whole new agency, 
it would be more efficient to make the authorization of travel agencies 
and organizers obligatory by law. They also observed that almost all 
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of the problematic package tours had been organized by unauthorized 
agencies.60 These were not the only reasons that representatives pro-
moted obligatory legal authorization: it was also a way for the organ-
izers and agencies to maintain control of the package-tour market. The 
majority of the 1964 commission, however, opted for the creation of 
a new organization, a new mediation junction for negotiations. After 
all, the decision-making power was with the government commission, 
which maintained close ties to the Swedish Parliament—and its power 
to establish new agencies.

The 1964 commission specified another important way to regulate 
the problems in the package-tour consumption regime: boost con-
sumer education. Accordingly, the commission recommended that the 
Swedish National Consumer Council publish a text with basic informa-
tion for package-tour consumers.61 The suggestion was soon realized in 
the form of a magazine published by the consumer council; years of 
informative articles followed.62 In addition to the proposed new agency, 
the commission suggested making minor changes to the existing insti-
tutional frameworks. Most notably, an increased guaranteed sum was 
to be put at the disposal of the board appointed by the Stockholm 
Chamber of Commerce.63 The guarantee was to be obligatory by law for 
all package-tour agencies and organizers.

After it was published, the commission’s report was submitted 
for comments to more than thirty agencies and interest groups, all 
of which largely agreed with the conclusions. (Some organizations 
believed the whole idea of “scandalous tours” had been exaggerated in 
the press—and that a legal framework was unnecessary.)64 This round 
of comments can be understood as yet another mediation junction 
for intermediary actors without representation elsewhere. Most of the 
official commentators who responded to the report approved of the 
proposal to establish yet another committee for handling complaints. 
But the Social Democratic government finally rejected the idea: the 
Swedish National Consumer Council had only recently formed the 
Public Complaints Board (Allmänna reklamationsnämnden), and it 
included the travel industry.65

This rejection did not go unnoticed by the Swedish Parliament. Seven 
members of the Liberal Party introduced private members’ bills seeking 
a specific department for package tours within the Public Complaints 
Board.66 Other bills, seeking to eliminate the requirement for manda-
tory guarantees, were also introduced.67 These initiatives signaled that 
the negotiations on package-tour consumption had reached the ulti-
mate mediation junction in a democratic society: the negotiations had 
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reached parliament. These proposed bills were discussed—and rejected. 
On its own initiative, the Public Complaints Board nevertheless formed 
a specific department for travel and accommodation within its own 
organization.

In May of 1967, the new law requiring monetary guarantees was 
debated in the Swedish Parliament: Were “scandalous tours” a signifi-
cant enough social problem to merit obligatory monetary guarantees 
of such large sums, namely the equivalent of €200,000? Many parlia-
mentarians cited the commission’s report, which showed that “scandal-
ous tours” were rare. Politicians also referred to the opinion on large 
financial guarantees articulated in the report: that this could hinder 
smaller-scale package-tour players. Many believed that the solution was 
disproportional to the problem. Worse, it threatened the existence of 
many innocent companies.68 The press had created a problem that did 
not exist—or was small enough to be contained by less-dramatic meas-
ures. Despite this reasoning, the Social Democratic majority passed a 
new law requiring financial guarantees from every package-tour agency 
and organizer.

Conclusion

The Swedish package-tour industry actively promoted tourism con-
sumption, which led to greater European interconnectedness. As the 
plane came to replace the bus as the preferred means of transportation, 
the package-tour consumption regime transformed. Having started 
in the 1960s, air-package tours to the Mediterranean came to repre-
sent an important part of Swedish consumer culture, symbolizing a 
middle-class—even an emerging working-class—pursuit of happiness 
and leisure. Package tours constituted a service requiring substantial 
pre-payments by consumers, making them vulnerable when agencies 
and organizers failed to meet their commitments. The result, initiated 
by press reports and negotiated by representatives of different interest 
groups, was an institutional solution. This was introduced to protect 
consumers from travel agents and organizers who took advantage of 
customers’ pre-payments, threatening the notion of a perfect holiday 
in the sun.

When “scandalous tours” became a well-known term in the early 
1960s, mediation junctions, such as government commissions, were 
established to protect consumers. In turn, consumers came to see 
themselves as represented by an intermediary actor in the form of a 
government agency: the Swedish National Consumer Council. Within 
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five years of the appearance of the first press article mentioning “scan-
dalous tours,” the social democratic government also passed a new 
law requiring travel agencies and package-tour organizers to provide 
a deposit equivalent to €200,000. This would serve as a guarantee to 
be paid out in case of tour arrangements falling short. Eventually, the 
Public Complaints Board established a specific department for travel 
and accommodation.

All of these efforts reflected more than just the “scandalous tours” 
phenomenon and the associated press campaign. More important was 
exposing the dysfunctional package-tour consumption regime that had 
emerged when bus transportation yielded to air travel: consumers were 
left in need of representation. The reaction to this perceived imbalance 
was swift and thorough. Barely one year after the first press report, a 
mediation junction was created in the form of a government commis-
sion. Two years after that, the commission’s report was published; vari-
ous intermediary actors voiced their responses. The following year, the 
problem was resolved in parliament.

This process proceeded relatively swiftly, despite the complexity 
of involving practically every category of actor associated with the 
package-tour market: from SAS to government agencies, travel agents 
to tourists. All of these actors had a say in the decision-making process 
leading to the new law and the complaints board. On closer investi-
gation, some portrayed by the press as victims of “scandalous tours” 
proved to be unscathed. But the “scandalous tours” scenario still pro-
vided a platform for setting up institutions to protect consumers from 
unscrupulous travel agents and organizers. The press informed the pub-
lic and set the political process in motion: commissions, investigations, 
and debates eventually brought about new regulations for package-tour 
consumption.

During the postwar period, Sweden was a neo-corporative state. 
Accordingly, the resolution of the “scandalous tours” debate represents 
a prototypically neo-corporative solution: organizations were set up 
to facilitate tripartite negotiations. Consider the various sets of actors 
involved: the department of travel and accommodation included three 
representatives of consumer interests on one side, appointed, for exam-
ple, by the Swedish National Consumer Council, and three representa-
tives from different branch organizations on the other side. Chairing the 
group was a legal expert with experience as a judge. In processing com-
plaints, written statements from the parties involved were used, but the 
parties themselves were not allowed to participate in the negotiations.69 
This was a mediation junction populated by intermediary actors alone.
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The state intervention that took place in Sweden was of a particular 
kind: this intervention affected the country’s package-tour consump-
tion regime; often, the intervention was close at hand when it came 
to regulating markets; and this kind of intervention took place in 
the Scandinavian countries at large, as well. American interests had 
a limited influence indeed. The U.S. supplied infrastructure in the 
form of airplanes, airfields, and international agreements on military 
and civil aviation. Arguably, American promotion and advertising—to 
Americans—of certain Mediterranean tourist destinations also may 
have triggered greater numbers of Europeans to visit those destinations. 
But the scale of Swedish package-tour consumption during the 1960s 
and 1970s was, if anything, a European way of life in its own right, with 
its own institutional solutions and prerequisites.
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9
Coping with Cars, Families, 
and Foreigners: Swedish 
Postwar Tourism
Per Lundin

In January of 1950, the chairman of the Swedish Tourist Association wrote 
a manifesto-like letter to an industrialist. The tourist association chair-
man was Arthur Lindhagen, who was also a justice of Sweden’s Supreme 
Court. The industrialist in question was Erland Waldenström, CEO of 
the large, state-owned mining company, LKAB. In the letter, Lindhagen 
invited Waldenström to join the tourist association’s board. Lindhagen 
also expressed a concern: in the minds of the Swedish public, he wrote, 
tourism had become “synonymous with the efforts to attract foreign 
tourists to the country for economic reasons, especially from countries 
with hard currency.” For his part, Lindhagen viewed this development 
with “suspicion”—even “animosity.” He assured Waldenström, however, 
that the Swedish Tourist Association—the country’s oldest, largest tourist 
organization—transcended all forms of “dollar tourism.”1

The Swedish Tourist Association had been founded in 1885 by a group 
of upper-middle-class male academics; the organization became the 
key intermediary in the Swedish tourism arena. “Know Your Country!” 
(“Känn ditt land!”)—the Swedish Tourist Association’s motto—echoed 
an ambition to shape national identity through tourism. As Lindhagen 
had voiced in earlier writings, the association worked “exclusively in the 
interest of the fatherland” with “the touring of Swedes in Sweden” as 
its aim.2 This was clearly a paternalistic and romantic nationalistic 
ideology—and it was part of a broader European pattern. During the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the industrializing nations 
established alpine clubs and tourist associations as a part of the nation-
building processes that took place throughout Europe.

The Swedish Tourist Association targeted youth and eventually 
workers: by discovering their country, its unique cultural heritage and 
national landscapes, tourists would ostensibly discover themselves. 
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With the advent of the railway, the mountain regions in northern 
Sweden had become accessible; hiking trails and mountain cabins were 
soon built under the auspices of the association.3 The association’s 
brand of tourism embodied a longing for authenticity and the simple 
life, an antidote to the fast-paced though comfortable life led by the 
bourgeois middle classes in Sweden’s modern, industrializing cities. 
This version of tourism posited that the experience of nature in its pure 
form could be attained by stripping away the culture’s layer of varnish.4 
A physically active, even strenuous regime, the tourism promoted by 
the association represented a bourgeois form of masculinity in which 
the family was strangely absent, and sexuality was suppressed by the 
disciplining of the body.5 For example, the association organized day-
long hikes—and often separated men and women in lodgings. In the 
1930s, the association established a network of hostels (vandrarhem, 
literally translated as “wanderers’ homes”). A collective form of accom-
modation, the hostels were simple affairs in which men and women 
indeed stayed in different dormitories. Swedish hostels were designed 
with the bicycle in mind. Often, hostels were situated in old farmhouses, 
manor houses, monasteries, and schools in the Swedish heartland—
buildings and landscapes that the association considered to be cultur-
ally and historically significant. By the end of the decade, the original 
twenty-nine hostels had increased to a nation-wide network consisting 
of nearly 300 such structures; in the early 1950s, the association claimed 
to have a monopoly on roadside lodging in Sweden.6 The hostel move-
ment became the most enduring physical manifestation of the associa-
tion’s ideology. In fact, the hostel itself still flourishes in Sweden, albeit 
in a thoroughly updated form. And it is the Swedish Tourist Association 
that indirectly retains control of Swedish hostels today.

In his letter to Waldenström, Lindhagen argued that the Swedish 
Tourist Association, with its ambition to foster national integration 
through tourism, presented an alternative to the commercial forms of 
mass tourism. With its focus on an individual, physically active, out-
door form of tourism that was “preferably hard and very demanding,” 
Lindhagen claimed that the association stood for a “vintage bourgeois 
idealism.”7 As such, Lindhagen practically spelled it out: the Swedish 
Tourist Association embraced a bourgeois form of tourism. This originated 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Subsequently bourgeois tourism acquired 
a hegemonic position that lasted well into the 1930s, if not longer. In 
the words of the American historian Ellen Furlough, tourism was mainly 
a “practice of privilege” during this period. It was limited to the social 
groups that enjoyed the privilege of paid vacations and had the financial 
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means to travel for leisure. Bourgeois tourism entailed a social hierarchy 
of taste and expenditure that reflected steep income inequalities. A sig-
nificant marker of class boundaries, bourgeois tourism enforced social 
distinctions and signaled prestige.8 Bourgeois tourism took various 
forms—the Swedish Tourist Association represented one version only—
but there were common traits. Specifically, most elites valued quality 
and personal interaction when they traveled; they regarded tourism as 
a project that promoted individualism and forged national identity.9 
A coalition of powerful civil-society organizations shaped the ideolo-
gies, institutions, and technologies of tourism. These organizations were 
populated—and frequently controlled—by the educated middle classes, 
the so-called Bildungsbürgertum. And, according to the German histo-
rian Jürgen Kocka, the culture of the educated middle classes tended 

Figure 9.1 The hostel offered low-cost, communal accommodation with mini-
mal amenities. Originally, hostels served biking tourists, especially youth. Often, 
these simple accommodations were located in rural settings—in this case, a farm 
building.
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to permeate society at large. An essential feature of this culture was the 
embourgeoisement of society’s non-middle-class strata.10 The Swedish 
Tourist Association exemplifies this feature: after all, the association 
labored to make the working classes “middle-classier” by exposing them 
to bourgeois norms and values.

The American Challenge

As the 1950s approached, bourgeois tourism met with more and more 
challenges. And the main source of these challenges—as Lindhagen had 
implied in his letter to Waldenström—was America, at least in the eyes 
of most Europeans. These were the years in which the United States was 
at its most powerful, the years of the Marshall Plan (1948–1952). As Adri 
A. Albert de la Bruhèze discusses in Chapter 7, part of the plan was to 
attract American tourists to Europe so they could spend U.S. dollars 
to help reduce the foreign-currency deficit (hence Lindhagen’s disparag-
ing remark about “dollar tourism”). Although Sweden had maintained 
neutrality in the Second World War, the country did participate in the 
Marshall Plan. Compared with other European countries, however, 
Sweden received limited economic aid.11 But the U.S. influence was 
not only economic, nor was it limited to the workings and to the time 
frame of the Marshall Plan.12 Above all, America presented itself as the 
key cultural power of the twentieth century—as the model of moder-
nity. Indeed, the United States has meant many different things to 
Europeans, the British historian David W. Ellwood asserts, but common 
among these representations “has always been an impression of the 
future, or at least one powerful version of it.”13

In the case of tourism, it was the car-centered American way of life, 
above all, that represented the U.S. to Europeans. Some would argue 
that the car served as the ultimate symbol of American modernity. As 
the distinguished economist W.W. Rostow pointed out in his seminal 
book, The Stages of Economic Growth (1960), the social and economic 
effects of the affordable, mass-produced automobile were quite revo-
lutionary. America had invented the age of mass consumption with 
Fordism; America had embraced it as a way of life in the 1920s; and 
America had taken it to its logical conclusion in the postwar decade.14 
When it came to the car, European commentators were convinced that 
the European countries would follow in the footsteps of America. For 
example, after visiting the United States, one Swedish architect and 
urban planner declared: “The motor car is not a pastime of the better 
off, but an inescapable factor in the progress of society. Our whole way of 
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life is sliding towards Americanization.”15 As this quotation implies—
and, indeed, as this book illustrates—Europeans did not interpret 
American ways of life altogether approvingly: to many, the car-centered 
American way of life was seen as promising and desirable; to others, it 
was viewed as threatening and frightening. For virtually all Europeans, 
however, the car-centered way of life was perceived as inevitable.

Arguably, the first Swedish hotel with automobile facilities was 
Gyllene Uttern (The Golden Otter), which, early on, elicited ambivalent 
attitudes on the part of Swedes. It was in 1933 that a private entrepre-
neur established Gyllene Uttern close to the town of Gränna, midway 
between Stockholm and Malmö. The hotel’s founder had made mul-
tiple trips to the U.S. and had been inspired by the country’s nascent 
car culture. Modeled on American “tourist cabins”—a forerunner to 
the motel—the hotel consisted of five small cottages organized around 
a restaurant, a coffee shop, and a gas station. Guests parked their cars 
just outside the cottages. A display of national flags signaled to inter-
national guests that—contrary to traditional Swedish lodging—the 
facility offered a modern (as in international) standard of accommoda-
tion. Some commentators depicted Gyllene Uttern as a “Hollywood 
milieu,” and questioned whether or not Swedes were ready for the wave 
of “Americanization unfolding over their old country.” Others hailed 
Gyllene Uttern as the first Swedish hotel that was adapted to the car. 
Reactions ranged from dismay to enthusiastic approval.16

Admittedly, Gyllene Uttern appeared on the scene nearly two decades 
before the breakthrough of mass motorization. But the example illus-
trates that, from early on, visionaries in the Swedish hotel and tourism 
industry—from architects to contractors and developers, hotel managers 
to automobile associations—were paying close attention to American 
service infrastructure, which had already adapted to mass motorization. 
This attention to America intensified in the early 1950s: using the U.S. 
example as the basis for their argument, these visionaries claimed that 
the “nature of the car” would revolutionize Swedish tourism. In the case 
of accommodation—a critical component of tourism—attention turned 
to an American invention: the motel.17

The world’s first motel had been established in San Luis Obispo, 
California, in 1926; the construction of motels in the U.S. had exploded 
during the succeeding decades. Forward thinkers in Sweden anticipated 
how a network of motels along the nation’s trunk roads would replace 
the railway-based—and apparently obsolete—structure of commercial 
hotels and resort hotels. If these bourgeois, European forms of accom-
modation mirrored the hierarchical “old” society, the democratically 
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inspired, American motel model reflected the “new” society. The 
American version of the motel comprised standardized rooms of equal 
size. Room layouts were identical, as if produced on a Fordist assembly 
line. Management procedures were also codified: guests paid in advance 
at reception (no tipping required), received the room key, drove up 
to their unit, and parked in their designated spot. Thus, the motel 
was more than a new form of accommodation for the “modern auto 
tourist”: the motel also symbolized a new way of life. Specifically, the 
Swedish tourism visionaries depicted the modern auto tourist as a “car 
vagabond” who valued freedom, independence, and mobility. But the 
car vagabond shared few characteristics with the traditional vagabond. 
In fact, this newfangled vagabond—usually a man traveling with his 
family—was neither a hobo nor a tramp: the newly car-mobile tourist 
required comfort and efficiency, modern amenities and service. The 
motel promised all of this without restricting freedom and independ-
ence. As an idea, the motel embodied key elements of the American 
model of modernity. It was these that apparently proved irresistible to 
Europeans during the twentieth century—especially, perhaps, during 
the immediate postwar decades.18

In Sweden, this interest in—and selective enthusiasm for—the 
American way of life coincided with the transition from a bourgeois 
mode of tourism to a mass-scale mode. Two structural changes helped 
to catalyze this transition: the democratization of leisure time and 
motorization. These changes took place against a background of eco-
nomic transformation: during the 1950s, the average salary for a male 
worker rose by 116 percent, while prices rose by only 50 percent. This 
was the context in which spare time became democratized.19

With the introduction of statutory two weeks’ paid vacation in 1938, 
new social groups became tourists. The impact was dramatic. In less than 
two decades, the total number of vacation days more than tripled. The 
lion’s share of this vacation time was spent in Sweden rather than abroad. 
An official report estimated that, in 1949, an astounding 80 percent of 
Swedish Trade Union Confederation members, all of whom were working 
class, had spent their vacation time away from home. For members of 
the Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees, all of whom were 
lower-middle class, 91 percent vacationed away from home—mostly 
in Sweden.20

Leaving work—and leaving home—for a couple of weeks during 
the summer had now become a reality for the broader social strata 
of Swedish society; routinely, time was reserved for leisure activities, 
pleasure, and travel. In 1951, paid vacation was extended to three 
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weeks, and in 1963, to four. Together with the breakthrough of mass 
motorization—the second structural change—the gradual increase in 
vacation time created opportunities for new vacation patterns. In the 
1950s, the number of cars almost quintupled from 252,000 to 1,193,900 
(and the population grew from 7,041,000 to 7,497,000), with the result 
that Sweden attained the highest level of car ownership per capita 
in Europe.21 Increased travel followed the increased car ownership. 
Between 1950 and 1964, travel consumption rose by 6 percent annu-
ally. This represented a greater increase than in any other category of 
consumption: by 1964, the car accounted for almost three-quarters of 
total travel consumption. During the initial postwar decades, motoring 
was primarily a leisure activity, and traffic peaked during weekends and 
summer holidays.22

The democratization of tourism by car challenged the Swedish hostel 
movement, which had been designed around the bicycle and walking 
as primary means of transportation. The American-style motel, rather 
than the established Swedish hostel, seemed better suited to accommo-
dating the growing numbers of Sweden’s automobile tourists. In fact, 
the bourgeois mode of tourism that sustained the hostel movement was 
about to lose its hegemony. The bourgeois middle classes had witnessed 
the disintegration of their exclusive economic and social privileges, 
while the lower classes were enjoying greater-than-ever economic and 
social mobility. Almost as an omen, one of the staunchest defenders of 
bourgeois tourism died at this liminal moment in the transition toward 
mass tourism: Arthur Lindhagen passed away in 1950, just a few weeks 
after having written to Waldenström.23

In this chapter, I consider how, as an iconic promoter of Sweden’s 
bourgeois tourism regime, the Swedish Tourist Association encom-
passed the American challenge. More specifically, I examine how the 
hostel movement—the key embodiment of the association’s ideology—
coped with the exponentially increasing auto tourism and the motel as 
the promising new form of accommodation that followed in its wake.

I claim that the bourgeois-tourism ideology did not oppose moderni-
zation per se, but that it promoted a different version of modernity—
and “modernized” according to its principles. For those who espoused 
bourgeois tourism, America had a rhetorical meaning: the U.S. projected 
a contrasting image of modernity that, in turn, prompted the Swedish 
Tourist Association to modernize. The argument here is that the Swedish 
Tourist Association modernized the hostel movement by selectively 
appropriating component processes of the American model of moder-
nity: the car-centered way of life; the family-centered way of life; and 
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the highly mobile way of life—without appropriating the American 
concept of comfort. Contrary to the gadget-filled, standardized, and effi-
cient, but anonymous and mass-produced motel, the modernized hostel 
continued to manifest austerity and simplicity, outdoor life, and pasto-
ral romanticism. The hostel remained popular to Swedes, presumably 
because it expressed one of modern tourism’s more indispensable quali-
ties: authenticity. The motel, by contrast, never became more than a fad, 
and, as I have discussed elsewhere, it remained a marginal  phenomenon 
in Swedish—not to mention European—tourism.24

Building a Bourgeois Tourism Regime

Given its central position in Sweden’s tourism regime—and, indeed, in 
Swedish society at large—the Swedish Tourist Association managed to 
modernize the hostel movement successfully. But how did the associa-
tion gain prominence as a prime promoter of bourgeois tourism? And 
how do we interpret the association’s ideology, aims, and actions?

During the interwar period, the Swedish Tourist Association entered its 
most expansive and dynamic decades. It had grown rapidly from fewer 
than one hundred members in its first year to about approximately 25,000 
at the turn of the century. In 1924, it boasted 100,000 members, and the 
figure continued to increase during the following decades; by 1951, 
membership had reached 165,000. Originally, the association’s members 
had hailed from the Swedish bourgeoisie. By the interwar period, in con-
trast, the membership reflected a considerably broader social spectrum. 
Clerks, elementary school teachers, and nurses; policemen, and shop-
keepers joined the association. Even factory workers, for example, joined, 
though admittedly in small numbers.25 Rather than developing into a 
broad and democratic popular movement—like the labor movement, the 
temperance movement, or the Free Churches, for example—the associa-
tion maintained a strictly centralized, top-down-controlled organization 
whose board members belonged to the bourgeoisie exclusively. Typically, 
they were high-ranking academics, jurists, military officers, and politi-
cians who occupied key positions in the expanding public administra-
tion of the modern new nation-state.26 Often, board members held key 
positions in other civil-society organizations, as well. Personal acquaint-
anceships and friendships contributed to forging strong, lasting bonds 
between the various organizations.

Close scrutiny reveals the small network of individuals that con-
trolled the key organizations in Swedish leisure and tourism. This 
network, which expanded over time, included the key government 
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organizations within railway transportation (the Swedish State Railways 
and the Swedish Railway Board) and public education (the Swedish 
Board of Education), for example. Also included in the network were 
civil-society organizations for cultural heritage and local history (the 
Swedish Homestead Society); as well as nature preservation, outdoor 
life, and tourism (the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, the pro-
military Swedish Ski Association, and the more commercially oriented 
Swedish Association for Tourist Traffic). Thus, a host of government 
and civil-society organizations coalesced around the Swedish Tourist 
Association’s views on tourism. Accordingly, when the association 
undertook initiatives, it could count on broad economic, institutional, 
and even political support.27

In fact, the Swedish Tourist Association became embedded in Swedish 
society; the association functioned as a government organization. 
Predictably, the association and its fellow bourgeois-tourism organiza-
tions argued against state initiatives in tourism. This contingent main-
tained that the nation’s civil-society institutions were perfectly capable 
of organizing the tourism sector. But, when the Social Democratic Party 
came to power in the early 1930s, the pressure to institute state-led social 
reforms increased. In 1937, the social democratic Minister for Health and 
Social Affairs inaugurated a government commission whose task it was to 
suggest state initiatives to improve leisure and outdoor life. Interestingly, 
the arbiters of the existing bourgeois-tourist regime managed to wrest 
control of the commission. The Swedish Tourist Association’s vice chair-
man (1929–1950) and former executive (1914–1919), Hilding Kjellman, 
was appointed as the commission’s chairman; representatives of the 
Swedish State Railways, the Swedish Railway Board, and the Swedish Ski 
Association became delegates.28 Among other outcomes, the committee 
helped to found a government body for leisure and tourism in 1939. 
One significant task of the new organization, named the Swedish State 
Board for Leisure, was to fund domestic infrastructure for leisure and 
outdoor life. Intriguingly, a large portion of the funding was channeled 
to the Swedish Tourist Association as well as the Swedish Ski Association. 
And so the bourgeois regime of tourism was able to shape the Swedish 
state’s initiatives in leisure and tourism, with the government funding 
the association’s activities and supporting its goals.29

The governmental arm of the bourgeois regime shared the Swedish 
Tourist Association’s ideology, which, as we have seen, was inflected 
by paternalism, puritanism, and romantic nationalism. These traits 
became even more clearly defined during the interwar years, fueled, 
in part, by the political turmoil in the wake of the First World War. 
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At the turn of the century, the notion of the “Russian Menace” had 
already begun to loom large in leading Swedish circles. When the 
Bolsheviks seized power in Russia, fears of a morbus Asiaticus threaten-
ing the Western world reached new heights. The Swedish bourgeoisie 
were petrified that the Russian Revolution and the upheavals on the 
continent would spread. The Swedish labor movement’s revolutionary 
rhetoric escalated—and remained pronounced throughout the 1920s. 
The bourgeois middle classes mobilized against this “[socialist] threat 
to the [bourgeois] system.”30 The Swedish Tourist Association took part 
in a loosely knit effort to curb the working classes’ internationalist and 
socialist tendencies: the strategy was to include the working classes in 
the nation-building process.

Somewhat paradoxically, the Swedish Tourist Association began to 
view commercial tourism with suspicion, believing that it, too, fos-
tered internationalism. As such, commercial interests threatened the 
association’s ambition of shaping the Swedish national identity by 
promoting domestic tourism. Arthur Lindhagen’s appointment as the 
Swedish Tourist Association’s new chairman in 1929 exemplified this 
shift towards a heightened, even aggressive nationalism. In his inaugural 
address, Lindhagen echoed the xenophobia and racism that pervaded 
many debates of the interwar years, when the potential influx of immi-
grants was often seen as a threat to employment; order and security; 
and the “purity” of the Nordic race.31 Verbally, he violently attacked the 
massive Swedish influx of foreign tourists, which he found utterly “use-
less” and, even worse, “dangerous to our beautiful country.” Lindhagen 
feared that the foreign mass tourism would lead to a banalization, com-
mercialization, industrialization, and over-exploitation of Sweden’s pris-
tine natural environment—and the “disappearance of the Swedishness.” 
Admitting that domestic tourism might also do harm as well, he main-
tained that Swedish tourism was a sacrifice duly counterbalanced by 
a purely idealistic motive: “the strengthening of the feelings for the 
fatherland.”32 Lindhagen defined and legitimated the association’s ide-
ology vis-à-vis the commercial, industrialized, and standardized mass 
tourism, which aimed at comfort and pleasure—as represented by an 
imagined America. I maintain that Lindhagen’s beliefs were reflected in 
the top-down-controlled association.33 Lindhagen was a close friend of 
the geographer Carl-Julius Anrick, the association’s dynamic and forceful 
managing director from 1919 to 1958, and his wife, Calla Anrick, who 
edited the association’s journal. This troika shared an ideology; their 
views largely defined the content, direction, and pace of change of the 
association’s activities for the following two decades.
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Since its inception, the Swedish Tourist Association had organized 
trips to the mountains for secondary-school students and, later, for 
elementary-school students, as well. The explicit aim was to help youth 
from the bourgeois middle classes “to feel at home in the nation.”34 
After the First World War, the association decided to target a con-
siderably broader social spectrum. The association collaborated with 
the Swedish Board of Education, Swedish State Railways, the Swedish 
Railway Board, and the Swedish Ski Association. Together, they organ-
ized school trips for working-class youth, as well as domestic package 
tours for working-class adults. Allied with the railway authorities, the 
association was able to offer discounted fares.35 In contrast with the 

Figure 9.2 The Swedish Tourist Association’s chairman, Arthur Lindhagen 
(in the middle), with the association’s managing director, Carl-Julius Anrick, and 
his wife, Calla Anrick. Taken at the inauguration of the first Swedish hostel in 
the town of Gränna: May, 1933.



Swedish Postwar Tourism 211

labor movement, which gave priority to the class struggle and pro-
moted internationalism, the association strove to downplay differences 
between the classes by emphasizing solidarity with the nation. In effect, 
the Swedish Tourist Association made the conservative proclamation 
that the rift between classes should be bridged by strengthening the 
Swedish national identity.36

The association managed to reach only a small fraction of the work-
ing class with these school trips and package tours to the mountain 
regions in the far north. By the end of 1920s, civil-society groups and 
school authorities began to lobby for a network of low-price roadside 
youth hostels in the more densely populated regions to be built for 
Swedish youth involved in biking and hiking. The association adopted 
the idea and drafted a proposal, which it submitted to a range of civil-
society organizations.37 The purpose was two-fold: to solicit comments 
and suggestions, and to secure organizations’ support. It is noteworthy 
that, in this process, the association was perceived as—and acted as—a 
government body. 

The Hostel as a European Phenomenon

In 1933, the Swedish Tourist Association established twenty-nine hos-
tels with a total of 750 beds. During this first year, students comprised 
40 percent of the visitors. The remaining guests were from the lower-
middle classes—they were elementary-school teachers, in particular—as 
well as from the working classes. A mere six years later, in 1939, the 
number of hostels had jumped to 284 with a total of 7,300 beds.38 From 
1939 onwards, the Swedish Tourist Association received government 
support from the Swedish State Board for Leisure, the government body 
controlled by the bourgeois tourist regime. This additional funding 
 consolidated the movement: the hostel system was firmly in place.

Originally a German idea, the youth hostel was called the Jugendherberge. 
It was the product of a youth movement rooted in the bourgeois mid-
dle classes; established in the 1890s, the movement was a reaction 
against industrialization and modernization. The Wandervögel, as the 
movement was called, promoted the simple life. The German Youth 
Hostel Association launched its first youth hostels in the years before 
the outbreak of the First World War. According to the movement’s 
ideals, the hostels were to be close to nature and remote from indus-
try. Everyday activities and living conditions were organized around 
cleanliness, orderliness, and rational simplicity. The German Youth 
Hostel Association developed into a radical organization that promoted 
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Figure 9.3 These two maps compare the number of “bed nights”— occupancies—
at hostels in Europe and the U.S. in 1949. The figures reinforce the idea of the 
hostel as a primarily European phenomenon.
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Figure 9.3 Continued.
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internationalism. (In 1933, that trend ended abruptly when the organi-
zation became nazified.)39 Youth hostel associations patterned after the 
German prototype were founded in several European countries includ-
ing Britain, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Estonia, France, the Netherlands, 
and Switzerland. In 1932, representatives from the various European 
branch associations met in Amsterdam and formed the International 
Youth Hostel Federation (IYHF). During the late 1930s, the concept 
spread to Canada and the United States. The youth hostel never gained 
popularity in North America, however. Presumably, the hostel’s propo-
nents in North America were not prepared to adapt this collective form 
of accommodation—originally designed for hikers—to the continent’s 
great distances and to the individualized—and car-based—mobility that 
characterized American travel as early as the 1930s.40

Thus, the Swedish hostel movement, under the auspices of the 
Swedish Tourist Association, was part of a broader transnational trend. 
The Swedish hostel movement remained distinct from the trend in 
two important ways, however. First, the nationalism promoted by the 
association contradicted the internationalism advocated by the IYHF. 
Consequently, the association decided not to participate in the interna-
tional collaboration. Second, in contrast with its international counter-
parts, the association did not serve young people exclusively: although 
Swedish youth had priority, adult Swedes took precedence over foreign 
youth.41 One rationale for this was the association’s ambition of foster-
ing national integration by addressing all Swedes. The Swedish agenda 
was reflected in the association’s list of rules established in case of full 
occupancy: 

1. Swedish youth below 21 years of age
2. Other Swedes
3. Danes, Finns, Norwegians, and Icelanders
4. Other national subjects.42

In this way, the Swedish Tourist Association indeed promoted the unit-
ing of Sweden’s social classes into one nation—one people (ett folk)—by 
setting Swedes apart from other nationalities and other ethnic groups.

In many respects, however, the Swedish hostel movement resem-
bled its German role model. The hostel movement featured a care-
fully thought-out aesthetic that, above all, served to express closeness 
to allegedly Swedish traditions. School buildings had often served 
as temporary hostels during the early years of the hostel movement, 
but, from the outset, the association aimed to situate their facilities 
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in national-heritage buildings. For example, a preserved fourteenth-
century monastery in the Swedish town of Vadstena became a hostel 
in 1938. Notably, it was the task of an art historian and archaeologist 
employed by the association to identify potential buildings and sites 
for the hostels.43 

Austerity and simplicity pervaded the hostels’ physical set-up. The 
hostels’ collective lodgings were divided into women’s and men’s dor-
mitories (children under 6 years of age were banned), which were lined 
with bunk beds. Mattresses and pillowcases were stuffed with straw; 
common washing facilities featured little more than washbowls and 
cold water. In addition, a strict regimen applied to lodging at the hos-
tels. Smoking and drinking were strictly forbidden; meals were served at 
regular times; eating in the dormitories was discouraged; and the curfew 
was ten o’clock in the evening. From ten-thirty on, visitors were obliged 
to be silent. Order and cleanliness were to be maintained; beds were 
to be made.44 Although the hostels maintained no dress code, hostel 
staff and indeed the association’s staff frequently remarked if cloth-
ing was “improper.” They disparaged the “modern tendencies” and 
“uninhibited emancipation” displayed by some visitors, in particular 
the “half-naked” female guests.45 All in all, the Swedish hostel move-
ment conveyed the paternalistic, puritanical, and romantic nationalistic 
 ideology of the bourgeois tourist regime.

Although its leadership denounced the commercial American model 
of mass tourism, the Swedish Tourist Association nevertheless deployed 
American franchising methods in organizing the hostel movement. 
In fact, the association’s managing director and his wife, the Anricks, 
had traveled to the U.S. to study the American tourism industry and 
had been duly impressed by its efficiency and considerable scale. Once 
back home, the managing director reported that Swedish tourism had 
a lot to learn from America. While it was impossible to “copy” the 
American ideas, U.S. concepts could well “be adapted” to Swedish cir-
cumstances.46 As we shall see, the Swedish Tourist Association used the 
franchising methods not to pursue a commercial agenda, but to fulfill 
its ideological agenda.

The majority of hostels were owned by private innkeepers, landlords, 
or municipalities; only a few facilities were owned by the association. 
Contracts with the franchisees were negotiated annually. Franchisees 
were provided with standardized signage indicating that the hostel 
operated under the association’s auspices. The managers of participating 
hostels agreed to display the association’s plaque at the entrance; to fly 
the association’s flag; and to display the association’s books, journals, 
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and leaflets. Franchisees were strictly forbidden to display commercial 
brochures or political pamphlets. They received detailed instructions 
concerning the mandatory equipment they were to provide—and they 
were furnished with much of the necessary equipment. The franchising 
agreement also required hostels to serve breakfast, lunch, and dinner 
at fixed prices; minimum requirements defined what each meal should 
include. To help enforce the rules and regulations it set for hostel visi-
tors, the association retained hostel inspectors to tour facilities every 
summer. The inspectors encouraged compliance and reported infrac-
tions on the part of guests and hostel management, including sub-
standard hostel conditions. In cases where inspectors’ findings were 
grim, the hostel in question was forced to shut down.47

Tightly controlled and longstanding though it was, this bourgeois 
tourism regime would be confronted by three broader, closely inter-
related trends. The internationalization, motorization, and familiza-
tion of tourism would challenge the bourgeois virtues upon which the 
Swedish Tourist Association had been founded.

Confronting Next-Stage Tourism

By the mid-1940s, the isolation of the interwar and war years had 
come to an end. It was no longer possible nor was it desirable for the 
Swedish Tourist Association to shun international cooperation: in 1946, 
the association joined the IYHF. This meant that every member of a 
national hostel association belonging to the IYHF was entitled to stay 
at Swedish hostels.48 The number of foreign guests at the Swedish hos-
tels began to increase accordingly: in 1949, non-Swedes accounted for 
roughly 20 percent of all hostel visitors, most of them youth.49

This sudden influx of foreigners challenged the overtly nationalist 
ideology of the association, and tensions arose. Especially during the 
first postwar decade, the association’s leadership and hostel inspectors 
debated the “foreigner problem.” Some innkeepers expressed discon-
tent, animosity, even sheer xenophobia. Many foreigners—Danish, 
German, and French visitors, in particular—were considered noisy 
and disrespectful of the hostels’ rules and regulations. One innkeeper 
displayed deep resentment toward Eastern European refugees, accusing 
Latvians, Poles, and Romanians of a “carelessness and thievishness” 
that had “no limits.”50

The association was particularly disturbed by foreign youths who 
hitchhiked. When the Second World War ended, car- and traffic-related 
restrictions (on gasoline, oil, and tires) were gradually lifted, and the 
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number of automobiles and trucks on Swedish roads began to increase. 
An unanticipated consequence was hitchhiking, which had developed 
in tandem with the increasing automobility in the United States dur-
ing the interwar period. The originally American practice of hitchhik-
ing spread to Europe, gaining popularity after the end of the Second 
World War.51 Many European youth hostel associations condemned 
the practice of hitchhiking, which they placed on a par with begging. 
Taking a particularly harsh position, the Swedish Tourist Association 
regarded hitchhiking as an international practice and accused for-
eign youth for having introduced the practice in Sweden. Association 
members believed that hitchhiking encouraged pushy, bold, impulsive 
behavior—behavior that could lead to theft or rape. To members of the 
association, hitchhiking foreigners threatened the image of the hostel 
movement as a nurturing haven for Swedish youth.52

But the emerging car-based mobility would challenge the ideology of 
the hostel movement in yet another way. In the autumn of 1952, after 
the summer holiday season had ended, the respected Swedish journal-
ist Nils Horney highlighted changing tourism patterns in a feature 
article published in the leading social democratic newspaper, Morgon-
Tidningen (The Morning Paper). In his article, Horney described the 
biking youths—replete with sleeping bags and tents—who had been so 
abundant in the 1930s; the writer observed that this category of tourist 
was on the cusp of disappearing from the roads. Bicycle tourists’ pre-
dominance in rural Swedish tourism had yielded to “motorized fami-
lies.” Auto tourism, once an exclusively bourgeois domain, was now a 
pastime of the working class as well.53

In addition to maintaining a decades-long career as a prolific writer 
for the labor press, Horney was a key figure in Swedish tourism. All 
along, Horney had commuted easily between civil-society organiza-
tions, government agencies, and the media. As a former board member 
of the Swedish Tourist Association (1929–1940), he had played a key 
role in launching the hostel concept. He had also been a member of 
the government commission that founded the Swedish State Board for 
Leisure, on whose board he sat from 1940 until 1967.54 Horney used 
his authority to assert that the Swedish Tourist Association should 
incrementally adapt to the labor movement’s ideology of inclusive-
ness. In his feature article, Horney showed concern for the new, less-
than-prosperous auto tourists. Coming from the rank and file, many 
working-class families had spent all of their savings on buying a car for 
family vacations. Consequently, they led a truly Spartan life along the 
roads. He sympathized that the lack of money forced many families 
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to stay at campgrounds—a particular hardship given the cold, rainy 
 summer—that were “so unpleasant and littered that decent people tried 
to avoid them at any cost.” Wasn’t it possible to provide inexpensive 
accommodation for the new tourists and their families? Horney foresaw 
a choice between hostels and motels.55

Horney felt ambivalent about the choice. Hostels indeed provided 
low-cost lodging. Currently, however, hostels did not offer a solution for 
the family car phenomenon, given that they banned children younger 
than 6 years of age and prevented families from staying together in 
rooms of their own. Horney also felt skeptical about wholesale appropri-
ation of the motel model, this most American solution to the accommo-
dation problem; the journalist remained convinced that “vacationing 
families probably would prefer a more idyllic, peaceful, and pleasant 
surrounding than a gas station as their lodging.”56

Within the context of doubting the development of Swedish tour-
ism along U.S. lines, Horney did identify an urgent need to modernize 
Sweden’s hostel movement. The Swedish Tourist Association heeded 
Horney’s concerns: the association’s administrative director, Halvar 
Sehlin, was dispatched to the U.S. to study the role of the automobile 
in the American tourism industry. The Sweden-America Foundation 
funded the trip, dedicated as it was to helping Swedes learn from the 
American example.57 In the late autumn of 1952, Sehlin traveled from 
New York to San Francisco. Above all, Sehlin was struck by the great 
mobility of the American tourist and the rapidly increasing auto tour-
ism. The trend towards “car-minded” tourism was unmistakable. More 
than 80 percent of Americans on vacation traveled by car. Further, 
Sehlin reported that, to satisfy demand, an astounding 4,000 motels per 
year were being built in the U.S.

It was not only the number of cars and motels that struck Sehlin as 
different from the realities of Swedish tourism. The nature of American 
motels was entirely different, equipped, as they were, with all the com-
fort technologies one could imagine, from private bathrooms replete 
with tubs and showers, to radios and, in some cases, TVs. American 
motels were also conveniently situated on the outskirts of cities and 
towns. The luxe American motel, Sehlin concluded, could not be 
 compared with the cheap Swedish hostel.58

Believing that it maintained a monopoly on roadside lodging in 
Sweden, the Swedish Tourist Association was alarmed by Sehlin’s 
report—particularly by his unflattering comparison. In Sweden, com-
petition from motels built by the motoring associations would not 
merely challenge this monopoly but would effectively end the hostel 
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movement.59 Sehlin’s American experiences and related observations 
catalyzed members of the Swedish Tourist Association to act: they 
would modernize the country’s hostel movement.

The Swedish Tourist Association established a working group to 
research how to attract the increasing number of families that vaca-
tioned by car. Members of the working group considered three alter-
natives: creating accommodations for families at the association’s 
hostels—“families” being defined as families with children; expanding 
existing hostels to function as a combination of hostel and motel; or 
constructing and operating motels under the auspices of the associa-
tion. The second and third alternatives would require, as the association 
put it, “a number of deviations from the rules and regulations of the 
hostel movement.” Rooms would need to be larger and more comfort-
able. Curfews would need to be extended beyond the stipulated 10 
o’clock in the evening; hostels might even be required to remain acces-
sible to guests all night. What’s more, innkeepers would be obliged to 
spend more time cleaning and preparing the rooms, given that guests 
traveling by car most likely would not bring their own bed and bath 
linens—or make their own beds. The list went on: guests would require 
parking spaces as well as service and gas stations close to their lodg-
ings. And the association would need to charge increased rates to cover 
higher maintenance costs. After lengthy discussions, the association 
decided to pursue family rooms at their existing hostels.60

In a memo, working-group members considered the pros and cons 
of creating family rooms at hostels. Above all, the group cited the 
greater comfort and well-being that would be afforded to families lodg-
ing together rather than in gender-separated dormitories. Moreover, 
if family rooms were introduced, children under 6 years of age would 
be welcome. On the other hand, refusing family room rights to mar-
ried couples without children would likely prove difficult. The work-
ing group anticipated that it would be particularly difficult to enforce 
such a rule during the end of the season, when visitors were sparse and 
available rooms plentiful. The group also identified a far more serious 
concern: creating family rooms would clearly violate one of the inter-
national hostel movement’s basic principles: the strict separation of 
men and women in different dormitories. Further, the group feared the 
repercussions of Swedish participation in the international hostel move-
ment would be “very serious” indeed.61 After all, The Swedish Tourist 
Association could be expelled from the IYHF for accepting tourists who 
traveled by car and for implementing family rooms—both of which 
were controversial practices.62
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Ultimately, the working group judged family rooms as the most plau-
sible way to modernize the hostel movement, yet the group advised 
the Swedish Tourist Association to proceed with caution. One sugges-
tion was to raise the issue of auto-tourist accommodation with other 
Swedish stakeholders in tourism.63 In line with the working group’s 
recommendations, the Swedish Tourist Association invited the key 
civil-society organizations in tourism to an “informal meeting” in 
the spring of 1953. These included the association’s long-time fellow 
partners: the Swedish Ski Association and the Swedish Association for 
Tourist Traffic. They also included the Royal Automobile Club, the 
Swedish Automobile Association, the Travel and Holiday Organization 
of the Cooperative Movements as well as the Swedish Resort Hotel 
Association.64 Gathering broad support for their plans constituted one 
main goal; another motive was to ensure that fellow stakeholders did 
not see the association’s plans as a threat to their own businesses.

The Swedish Tourist Association asked for—and received—carte 
blanche from their tourism colleagues. It then decided to provide fam-
ily rooms on a trial basis for the summer of 1954, organizing the new 
form of accommodation in about a hundred of its nearly 300 hostels. 
The rooms were intended primarily for families with children aged 
between 2 and 12. Married couples without children were “under no 
circumstances” allowed to make use of the family rooms.65

Family rooms became a great success. Innkeepers reported to the asso-
ciation that family rooms were sometimes fully booked, and numerous 
families with children that were on the vacation trail had to be turned 
away. The new plan’s popularity convinced the association to make the 
change a permanent one. Gradually, another change was introduced 
in the spirit of modernization: the association relocated hostels closer 
to the country’s trunk roads. Originally, accommodations in the hostel 
network were spaced an average of 50–75 kilometers—the distance that 
a bicyclist could comfortably travel in one day. Given that the major-
ity of guests now arrived by car, however, this distribution of hostels 
no longer made sense logistically. So, when poor-quality hostels were 
forced to close, they were replaced with new facilities located along 
the trunk roads. Gradually, the hostel network was re-purposed for the 
motorist, with a day’s trip estimated at 300–400 kilometers. In order to 
garner more family rooms, many innkeepers moved to new properties; 
in 1958, more than 60 percent of hostels featured family rooms. 

Other countries soon followed the Swedish example. In 1955, Finnish 
and Norwegian hostels introduced family rooms. In 1957, the British 
hostel movement followed, and, in 1959, the Danish movement 
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featured family rooms as well. In 1973, the German Youth Hostel 
Association—the most ardent defender of the movement’s original 
practices—finally, began to allow car-based families at its hostels, 
admittedly on a limited scale.66

The hostel movement’s adaptation to the car made it better prepared 
to meet the motel challenge. During the late 1950s, it became evident 
that the new tourists—families vacationing by car—had largely replaced 
youths traveling by bike. In 1933, nearly all tourists had reached hostels 
either via bicycle or on foot. In 1948, bicycle tourists still comprised 
54  percent of visitors. By 1954, the summer when the family rooms 
were introduced, their share had decreased to 12 percent, and four years 
later it had dropped to a mere 7 percent. The share of auto tourists rose 
in inverse proportion: 12 percent in 1948, 54 percent in 1954, and 
61 percent in 1958.67 The association had managed to retain its central 
position in Swedish tourism and attract auto tourists to its hostels, 
despite initial fears.

Figure 9.4 In the postwar period, the hostel’s “family room” replaced the hostel 
dormitory, which had accommodated men and women in separate rooms. Aside 
from being updated in various ways, hostels remained simple accommodations.
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Rethinking the Bourgeois Tourism Ideology

Family rooms were far from the Swedish Tourist Association’s only 
adaptation to changing tourism patterns; the process that led to family 
rooms’ introduction, I contend, however, was the decisive modernization 
process. The association used the American experience to explore how 
another path to modernity could be forged. The process of adaptation was 
a painful one nonetheless. Several of the policy changes defied the hostel 
movement’s core values, and the association’s directors felt compelled to 
rethink the organization’s ideology: “We must learn to understand that it 
is a wholly ‘new humanity’ that travels along the roads, and if we want 
to continue to promote tourism, we must carefully imagine how this new 
form of humanity perceives travel.” This “new humanity,” one of the 
association’s board members observed, considered it essential to have a 
car of one’s own. Indeed, car ownership boosted owners’ self-esteem, prof-
fered individual independence, and introduced unprecedented travel pos-
sibilities. Eventually, he was to write that the car provided a “wonderful 
sensation of independence and supremacy.”68 Freedom and ownership, 
comfort and pleasure were about to replace paternalism and romantic 
nationalism, austerity and simplicity.

The ideological U-turn the association had made was symbolized by 
a change in leadership. When longstanding managing director Anrick 
retired in the late 1950s, he was replaced by Halvar Sehlin, who, having 
visited the U.S. at the start of the decade, was well versed in car-friendly 
American mass tourism. With the departure of Anrick and the death of 
Lindhagen, “vintage bourgeois idealism” lost its vice-like hold on the 
Swedish Tourist Association.

In fact, within a ten-year period, the Swedish hostel movement had 
been transformed almost completely. Inspections conducted during 
the summer of 1959 highlight the deep and rapid changes that had 
taken place. One of the association’s hostel inspectors observed that the 
visitors consisted of two general groups: Swedish families and foreign 
youth. The Swedes who visited hostels were almost exclusively fami-
lies with children—and they arrived by car. The fraction of foreigners 
(primarily German) who visited hostels had increased to one-quarter. 
Although the association did not present statistical information on 
how the foreigners arrived, the hostel inspector depicted them as the 
“foreign hitch-hiking clientele.” This slur notwithstanding, the inspector’s 
general impression was that the hostel clientele—foreigners included—
had become much nicer and middle-classier (borgerligare). Other obser-
vations included that innkeepers had become far more service minded 
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and commercially oriented; many had begun to sell coffee and soda, 
postcards and other souvenirs. The flipside was that innkeepers no 
longer respected the hostel movement’s rules and regulations: curfews 
were disregarded, and the male–female division of dormitories was 
transgressed. Innkeepers no longer enforced the age limits for children: 
the maximum age of 16 was often infringed, for example. Frequently, 
extended families were packed into family rooms.69

The hostel inspector remarked that “old-school” innkeepers who 
demanded compliance often ran into trouble with visitors—and lost 
guests as a result. The large numbers of families apparently sparked 
a demand for self-catering: the hostels’ regimented mealtimes were a 
mismatch for families with children. Many guests also called for more 
comforts, services, and amenities. The biking clientele had simply 
crashed into bed, exhausted after a day of cycling; the car clientele, by 
contrast, dressed more elegantly and required the facilities for washing 
up before going out in the evening.70

Conclusion

The processes of adapting Swedish hostels to changing tourism patterns 
comprised three interconnected processes: internationalization, famili-
zation, and motorization. As I have shown in this chapter, the changes 
were comprehensive and rapid, the results dramatic. 

The Swedish Tourist Association played a crucial part in this process. 
For decades, the association had been the key intermediary in national 
tourism. The association collaborated closely with a list of other civil-
society and government organizations in the tourism industry. As Arthur 
Lindhagen himself had maintained, the association stood for an undeni-
ably “vintage bourgeois idealism.” However, Lindhagen also emphasized 
its non-partisan status: indeed, over the years, the association repre-
sented the public interest. Deeply embedded as it was in Swedish society, 
the association enjoyed broad, if not unanimous, support for both its 
ideology and its actions.

Initially, the American-style motel seemed to be a perfect fit for the 
highly mobile car- and family-based tourism that was about to emerge 
in Sweden. To some Swedes, the motel embodied an attractive version 
of modernity. As such, some met this new form of accommodation 
with enthusiasm. Others were less approving. Adapting the American-
style motel to the Swedish cultural and social setting turned out to 
be an intricate task. And, in contrast to the hostel, the motel lacked a 
 powerful advocate.
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The car-minded American tourism—especially the American-style 
motel—served as a catalyst for the modernization of the Swedish hostel 
movement. In essence, the Swedish Tourist Association rejected the 
standardized, comfort-oriented motel room, but it adapted to a highly 
mobile car- and family-based tourism. The modernized hostel can best 
be described as a hybrid solution. The hostel continued to be a simple 
affair, and to represent outdoor life. Although it no longer celebrated 
romantic nationalism, it certainly continued to express pastoral roman-
ticism. To Swedes, the hostel retained its aura of authenticity in the age 
of the automobile.
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