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“Vilhelm Lundstedt – a biographical sketch”
Vilhelm Lundstedt (1882-1955) was one of the leading legal thinkers that belonged to the Uppsala school of Jurisprudence. He first studied law at the University of Lund and became doctor of Law there on a very traditional thesis in 1908. In 1914 he became professor of Private Law at the University of Uppsala, a post he kept until being formally retired in 1948. Early on in Uppsala he got in touch with the professor of Philosophy Axel Hägerström, that became a dominant influence on him. It led to a basic change in his views on law and a highly critical perspective on the traditional legal thinking of scholars within Swedish law.  

Both the Uppsala School in general and Lundstedt’s legal thinking in particular have been widely studied by legal scholars both in and outside Sweden. What is less publicly known is the role Lundstedt had as a politician and as a highly conscious and committed citizen in Sweden and the relationship between his three public roles. The purpose of this paper is to give a short biographical sketch of Lundstedt as a politician and a citizen. He very often based his political points of view on his views on law, and it is my intention to try to show the interplay between them.The paper is actually a preparatory study for a biography on Lundstedt that I hope to be able to write in the coming years. 

Lundstedt was politically active for the social democrats; he was first a councilman in Uppsala (1919-1929) and then a member of the Second Chamber of the Swedish Parliament, between 1929 and 1948. He used to say that he represented the workers in parliament. In many ways he was an odd person as a politician and never really fit into the usual party fold. I will only give some striking examples of his fields of interest. He took several unconventional initiatives, he critized the traditional legal concepts enshrined in International Law and also the use of these at the League of Nations and published  a book in English on this theme in 1925 (Superstition or rationality in action for peace?: arguments against founding a world peace on the common sense of justice: a criticsm of jurisprudence). In 1933 he submitted a motion in parliament on legalising homosexual acts between consenting adults. His motion, that was also published as a small book of about 100 pages, had the heading “Fornication against nature”, that was a loan of the relevant paragraph of the Swedish Penal Code. Lundstedt’s initiative came long before the Penal Code was duly changed in a liberal direction, that took place in 1944. In 1948 he was one of two social democratic M.P:s that proposed that Sweden should join the military cooperation between the states of Western Europe and the United States, that the following year led to the formation of NATO. This proposal was totally against the then social democratic Government’s policy of Neutrality.

At the same time Lundstedt also was active on other questions of civil rights. If he found that a Swedish Citizen was harmed by a legal injustice from the side of the authorities he obviously felt it to be his moral duty to devote himself to correct this wrong through intervening publicly in various ways, sometimes directly in legal cases. He alwas did this without taking into consideration if his action might harm his own position in any way. (By the way, it sometimes did just that.) It also did not matter whether the person he wanted to help was a radical socialist or a leading capitalist; if a person had  been wronged by the Power Holders – and in particular by the law courts - then Lundstedt felt it to be his obligation that he had to come to the culprit’s rescue. In several cases he actually devoted an enormous amount of time and work to assist such a person. In this regard  he obviously was guided by a deeply idealistic attitude during all his life. 

Lundstedt’s most well known legal case dealt with his efforts under a number of years to assist Torsten Kreuger, who was a rich industrialist and owned several big daily newspapers. He had the bad luck to be the brother of the financier Ivar Kreuger. After the latter’s suicide in Paris in March 1932 his financial empire collapsed in a big crash at the top of the Great Depression. Many Swedish people lost a lot of money and the then liberal prime minister was found out having received money for political purposes from Ivar Kreuger and he had to resign a month before the general election in September 1932, that the bourgeois parties lost and the social democrats could now form a new government. It became the beginning of a long power period, because they then stayed on in power without interruption until 1976. 

Although Torsten Kreuger was dragged down with his brother, he seems not to have known very much of  Ivar Kreuger’s financial dealings, and he also lost practically all he owned.  After being indicted for 26 different offenses he finally ended up being sentenced by the Swedish Supreme Court for one crime (in March 1933), fraud against buyers of debentures and he was convicted to a prison term of penal labor for one year. After serving his time Kreuger was released and he succeeded with luck and economic skill to get his papers back and also most of his lost fortune. Lundstedt became Kreuger’s legal aide in order that the latter should be granted a new trial. Despite four consecutive tries Kreuger never succeeded in getting a new trial. It should be pointed out that Lundstedt obviously never received any money from Kreuger for his work, among them a book published in 1939 of more than 300 pages.

Although Lundstedt’s actions as a sort of a people’s tribune and as an unofficial “Ombudsman” therefore should seem morally highly commendable, the odd thing is that his behaviour in this field was in total contrast to his legal thinking as a member of  the Uppsala School.. As a scholar and as a legal philosopher he felt himself to be governed by the search for truth. This led him to the thesis that the valuation we pronounce when we call something fair and another thing unfair can not lay claim to be said to be true, nor can it be called untrue; it has no support in actual fact, that may exist irrespective of our personal tastes and of our personal, more or less well understood, interests. The dream about an idea of  abstract justice to Lundstedt is just a dream, a chimera. 

However, the paradoxical thing is, the thought provoking and worrying fact is, that each time that Lundstedt feels himself obliged to take position as an active and committed citizen, then his second obsession comes in and controls him completely. He then becomes the school book example of being exactly the protagonist for the legal pathos, the blind faith in the idea of absolute justice, that he was rejecting as a scholar and that he as a legal philosopher had pointed out as being the root and origin of all evil! Consequently there is a contradiction between Vilhelm Lundstedt as the legal scholar and Vilhelm Lundstedt as the committed citizen and politician. It does not add up – but a human being can never be equivalent with a mathematical equation; the human nature is complex and some times self contradictory. This among many other reasons makes Vilhelm Lundstedt an interesting personality, a subject well worth of a biographical study.  

