
Two friends
Two physics students  
– and how their lifelong friendship 
enriched both politics and physics.
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67An avid student

Torsten Gustafson was born in Falkenberg in 1904. 
After graduating from school in Gothenburg at the 
age of 18 he started studying at Lund University. He 
was a dedicated student and obtained his bachelor’s 
degree after only 1½ years, and his master’s after a 
further year’s study. 
During this period, he shared living quarters with 
another science student, a certain Tage Erlander 
from Värmland.
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A well-known student of physics

The most well-known to date, if not the 
most successful, student at the Department 
of Physics in Lund is Tage Erlander,  
later to become Sweden’s prime minister. 
He came to Lund at the age of 19 after 
graduating from school in Karlstad. 
During his very first term, he bought a 
book by Einstein describing the theory  
of relativity in popular scientific terms.  
In the autumn of 1920 he took part in 
laboratory exercises, and attended Manne 
Siegbahn’s lectures in general physics.

He obviously read it carefully, and even  
seems to think he found some typing errors.



 
 

69Young scientists

In 1923 Tage Erlander and two fellow students  
founded the Mathematical Society. Tage was its  
first chairman, and the members included Torsten 
Gustafson and Aina Andersson, later to become 
Tage’s wife.
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Radical students

Tage’s and Aina’s names at the top of a list of 
applicants for a course in heat and electricity.

During the spring of 1925, Tage and Aina attended 
lectures in physics, although Tage had started to take a 
greater interest in politics. There were many among the 
science students who had radical political opinions, and 
Tage Erlander was transformed, from the liberalism of 
his parents’ home, to radical socialism. 
He and Torsten both joined the radical student societies 
Clarté and DYG, De Yngre Gubbarna (The Younger Old 
Men). Tage even became a member of the Lund branch 
of the Swedish Social Democratic Party, where he came 
into contact with leading Swedish social democrats.
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After graduating, Torsten Gustafson had intended 
to continue his studies in atomic physics. However, 
a mathematical problem associated with the aerody-
namics of aeroplane wings, and later hydrodynamics, 
kept him busy for the next few years. In 1933 Torsten 
Gustafson presented his thesis: On the Magnus Effect 
on the Asymptotic Theory of Hydrodynamics.

Postgraduate students

It is the Magnus effect that causes a spinning  
ball to move in a curved path.
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Change of plans

In contrast to his fellow student Torsten, Tage Erlander 
never completed his scientific studies, but changed 
direction to a subject more in line with his political 
interests. 
In 1927 he completed a course in political science, and 
during the spring and summer of 1928 took courses in 
economics and statistics. Enthused by his new area of 
study, Tage proved to be as avid a student as his friend 
Torsten, and graduated in September 1928. 
He and Aina were married in 1930. 



 
 

73An academic career

In 1935 Torsten Gustafson returned to his origi-
nal plans, and started work in the field of quantum 
mechanics, mainly problems in quantum electrody-
namics. 
He was in close contact with Niels Bohr in Copen-
hagen from 1936, and he made many friends among 
leading atomic physicists of the time through his 
work at the Niels Bohr Institute. 
In 1939 Torsten Gustafson became Professor of  
Mechanics and Mathematical Physics in Lund.  
In 1961 he became Professor of Theoretical Physics.
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Established careers

By the time the Second World War broke out 
in 1939, both Torsten and Tage had influential 
positions, one as a professor and the other as an 
undersecretary of state. The war naturally had 
considerable effects on both of them, as it did  
on everyone in Sweden, and especially those in 
other countries. 
The friendship between Tage and Torsten contin-
ued, and Tage often received advice and informa-
tion from Torsten who was well-informed thanks 
to his extensive international network.  

From the first time I met Torsten Gustafson,  
who was later to become a professor, we had 
long discussions on everything between  
heaven and earth. 
A deep friendship developed between us,  
which has continued throughout the years.

From Tage Erlander’s memoirs



 
 

75A political career

Tage Erlander advanced rapidly in the Social Demo-
cratic party. He became a member of parliament in 
1932, and six years later the Erlanders moved from 
Lund to Stockholm. In 1939 he was appointed  
undersecretary of state in the Ministry of Health  
and Social Affairs, and in 1945 he became Minister  
of Education and Ecclesiastical Affairs, and was  
responsible for higher education and research.  
The spheres of the two friends were thus brought 
closer together. 
In October 1946 the prime minister of the day,  
Per Albin Hansson, passed away, and Tage Erlander 
was elected to the position of party chairman.  
The former physics student from Lund had become 
his country’s prime minister.
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A Reflection of Our Time

At the beginning of the Second World War, Lund 
University had the reputation of being more pro- 
Nazi than other Swedish universities. However, in  
1942 ten professors from Lund University pub-
lished a book entitled A Reflection of Our Time, 
emphasizing that there was also a strong anti-Nazi 
opinion at the University. Torsten Gustafson was 
the first of the authors, and described, amongst 
other things, nuclear fission, first accomplished in 
1939, which could provide a huge source of energy, 
but could also be used to make a bomb – scientists 
must investigate the laws of nature, but can not be 
blamed for the misuse others make of the discoveries.

The scientific community is a true democracy, 
where there is no racial infamy. Persecution  
is found in dictatorships, not in democracies.  
It is distorted doctrines that threaten  
civilisation. 

From Torsten Gustafson’s article in  
the book, A Reflection of Our Time.
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During the war, in August 1944, the Swedish Govern- 
ment appointed a committee to study mathematical 
and scientific research. Among the members of this 
committee were Manne Siegbahn and Bengt Edlén. 
The committee proposed a substantial expansion and 
development of scientific research, and parliament 
adopted a bill leading to 17 new professors and assist-
ant professors. 
In his memoirs, Tage Erlander thanks those who helped 
him with the bill, among them Torsten Gustafson. 

Although it was fun, my strongest feeling  
was nevertheless happiness that my failures  
in the field of science in Lund had given me  
a chance no other politician had had.
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Atomic power

After the atomic bombs had been dropped on Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki in August 1945, nuclear phys-
ics became known to the whole world. Torsten had 
constantly updated Tage on developments within 
the field. He also passed on the belief of Niels Bohr 
that it would be possible to develop nuclear power  
in a trusting collaboration. 
Erlander wasted no time, and in 1945 he appointed 
a committee to organise research into nuclear power, 
and to plan the construction of nuclear reactors.  
Torsten Gustafson was a member of this committee.  
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The A32 Lansen attack aircraft was a possible  
weapon carrier for aerial atomic bombs.

In discussions on the use of nuclear energy, the ques-
tion arose as to whether Sweden should develop nucle-
ar weapons. The extensive resources of uranium in the 
country, and the planned heavy-water reactor would 
allow sufficient amounts of plutonium to be made. 
However, strong voices were raised against Swedish 
nuclear weapons, not least by the women of the Social 
Democratic party. Erlander tried to unite the party, 
and appointed a working party including representa-
tives of all opinions. They issued the following state-
ment in December 1959: 

At the present time, overriding reasons speak 
against the development of atomic weapons. 
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European cooperation

CERN’s current 20 member states. 
The countries shown in blue were the  
founding nations in 1954.

The joint European research establishment, CERN 
(Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucleaire) 
was established in Geneva in Switzerland in 1953  
to balance the strong scientific dominance of the  
USA and to prevent a brain drain from Europe  
to North America. 
Torsten Gustafson was one of the Swedish delegates 
for the first ten years of its existence, and was very 
positive about the work carried out there. According 
to Gustafson, the harmonious collaboration between 
the 12 member nations was a good example that 
could be followed by others. 
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NORDITA in Copenhagen.

Niels Bohr had previously suggested that a large inter- 
Nordic research institute be established in Lund.  
NORDITA, The Nordic Institute for Theoretical 
Atomic Physics, was established in Copenhagen in 
1957, the chairman for the first five years being Niels 
Bohr. Torsten Gustafson was vice-chairman during  
the same period. When Bohr died, Gustafson took  
over as chairman and held the position until 1969. 
Theoretical physics flourished in Lund, thanks to  
Gustafson’s ability to gather gifted doctoral students, 
such as Sven Gösta Nilsson, Gunnar Källén and  
Hellmuth Hertz, around him. 
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Karin and Torsten Gustafson chatting with Aina and Tage Erlander.

The friendship between Torsten Gustafson and Tage  
Erlander lasted their whole lives. Erlander’s deep faith  
in Torsten Gustafson can be clearly seen in several  
places in his diaries and his memoirs.

Torsten Gustafson is typical of physicists who, 
more than any other group, have contributed to 
the rapid technical development of our society.

Old friendship
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