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Abstract

On 17% September 1809, the Russian Empire and the Kingdom of
Sweden concluded a peace treaty in Frederikshamn (present-day Hamina,
Finland), thereby concluding the final conflict in a series of wars between
the two countries. This treaty marked the loss of Sweden’s eastern Finnish
provinces, which had constituted nearly half of the territory of the Swedish
realm for approximately six centuries. The psychological trauma and
political impact of the defeat suffered in 1809 appeared to be an important
factor in determining the future Swedish foreign and security policy. The
aim of this paper is to discuss the significance of Finland as regards the
Swedish kingdom during the period of the Swedish-Finnish union, and
its importance to Sweden in the era of the autonomous Grand Duchy of
Finland under Russian rule, along with its importance in a later context,
following Finland’s emergence as a sovereign state.

However, throughout history, Sweden’s attitude towards Finland has been
defined not only by matters of foreign policy and national security, but
also by economy, trade, culture, art, and linguistic and social affairs, all of
which should be taken into account in the context of considerations about
Sweden’s interest in its eastern neighbour. Nevertheless, today, in the
dynamically-changing realities of contemporary international relations,
political and military cooperation with Finland has become an issue of
the paramount importance for Sweden. Historically, Finland was regarded
as a remote, peripheral area of the common kingdom, a territory where
Sweden fought wars with Russia and, ultimately, a buffer zone separating
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it from the unpredictable and potentially aggressive eastern great power,
but which has now become Sweden’s closest ally. In partnership with
Finland, the Swedes are actively enhancing their defense potential to meet
the challenges arising from the increasingly tense geopolitical situation in
Europe and around the globe.

Keywords: Sweden, Finland, Baltic Region, Security, Mutual Relations

Introduction

The 17% September 1809 was one of the darkest days in the history
of the Kingdom of Sweden. A peace treaty was signed in Frederikshamn
(now Hamina, near the Finnish-Russian border), ending the Russian-
Swedish war that had been ongoing since February 21%, 1808. According
to its provisions, the lands on the eastern side of the Gulf of Bothnia and
the Tornio River, previously under Swedish rule, were annexed by the
Empire of Russia (Traité de Paix a Fredericshamn...; Mazowski, 2023, pp.
8,241). Thus, after losing the armed conflict, Sweden lost Finland, which,
at the beginning of the 19 century, constituted about half of Sweden’s
territory. The psychological trauma and political impact of the defeat
suffered in 1809 defined the attitude of Swedes towards the outside world
for many years and appeared to be an important factor in determining
Sweden’s future foreign and security policy. Therefore, it is worth
considering the historical significance of Sweden’s Finnish provinces,
and what importance the autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland, which
was dependent on Russia and, latterly on Finland (as an independent state
since the end of 1917), possessed for Sweden, and how that has changed
over the subsequent decades. The purpose of this paper is to address these
questions.

In Medieval Times

The history of Sweden and Finland has been intertwined since the
mid-13" century, i.e., since the Second Crusade (1249-1250), which was
led by Jarl Birger and directed to the lands of southwestern Finland
during the reign of King Eric XI - although we should also remember
the legendary First Swedish Crusade dating back to the mid-12® century,
allegedly led by King Eric IX (St. Eric) and the English bishop St. Henry
who was martyred during this expedition, thanks to which he became
the patron saint of Finland (Lavery, 2006, pp. 26-27). It was around then
that Finland, from the Swedish point of view, gained importance not
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only as an area increasingly controlled by Sweden, but also as a bridge
leading towards Ruthenian Novgorod. This urban republic stood in the
way of further expansion of the Swedish state to the east, which sought
at least partial control over the trade routes leading from the Baltic Sea
to Constantinople (Meier, 2006, p. 90; Peterson 2007, p. 7; Line, 2007,
pp. 447-448). Therefore, it is possible to say that from the very beginning
of its history, Finland, a sparsely-populated country, somewhat lacking in
natural resources aside from its forests, was important to Sweden primarily
because of its geographical location. It was there, far from Stockholm and
other cities of Sweden proper, and on the other side of the water, that
the Swedes fought with the Ruthenians to extend their influence on the
Baltic Sea. Finally, after numerous wars, it was also there, where the first
eastern border of Swedish kingdom was demarcated in 1323, on the basis
of the peace established at the Oreshek fortress (in Swedish: Ndteborg, and
in Finnish: Padhkindlinna) on Orekhovy Island, located at the confluence
of the Neva River and Lake Ladoga. Later, during the reign of Peter the
Great, the Schliisselburg fortress was constructed at that site (Klinge,
1993, p. 8; Phillips, 1995, pp. 114-115).

The supposed “eternal” peace concluded in 1323 turned out to be such
only on paper. In the following centuries, Finland served either as a base
from which the Swedes launched repeated attacks to the east, or an area
where they defended themselves against attempts by the Ruthenians,
and later the Russians, to permanently establish themselves on the Baltic
Sea (Selart, 2015, pp. 293-294; List of Wars between Sweden and Russia).
However, the Finnish lands were not only an arena of constant struggle
for control over the northern shores of the Gulf of Finland. For the rulers
of Sweden, they were part of their kingdom, providing a source of revenue
collected not only from the local population, but also from Swedish
colonists in the form of taxes. Additionally, Finland was a country from
where the Swedish monarchy could recruit people for its armies.

Along with technical progress and population growth (both advancing
despite difficult natural conditions), Finland’s economic importance
to the Kingdom of Sweden also grew. Finland owed this development
to the rulers of Sweden, who, recognising their own interests, tried to
develop agriculture there, thereby generating revenue to the peasants
who paid income taxes to the crown (Vahtola, 2003, pp. 576-577; Line,
2007, pp. 458—462). Finland was likely inhabited by a maximum of several
dozen thousand people during the Middle Ages (the first demographic
data relating to Sweden and Finland are only available from 1750; before
the great famine that ravaged Finland from 1695, the Great Northern War,
and the cruel Russian occupation as well as plague epidemic, Finland was
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inhabited, according to official data, by 422,000 people, and towards the
end of the 17® century, this number probably reached half a million), and
it is important to note that Sweden itself was also a sparsely populated
country (O’Neill, 2024; Voutilainen, Helske, Hogmander, 2020, p. 1184). At
around 1750, Sweden’s population numbered a little less than 1.8 million
(Jonsson, Sandgren, 2009, p. 4). Therefore, the Finns living on the other
side of the Gulf of Bothnia constituted an important component of the
population of the entire Swedish kingdom, and what they contributed
to the crown treasury through their work was not to be scorned by the
monarchs residing in Stockholm.

It is easy to forget that for the Swedish royal families, ruling Finland
was a source of prestige. The titles of “Duke” (in Latin: Dux Finlandiae),
and, later, “Grand Duke of Finland”, both appeared at the end of the 13®
century. Although the existence of these titles did not imply anything
special for the Finnish lands — they were not distinguished in any special
way within the kingdom — they did hold considerable importance for the
rulers themselves, the demonstration of their power to their subjects and
neighbours being their main purpose. In this context, it should come as
no surprise that the rulers attached importance to them when they needed
it most, for reasons that we can describe as propaganda. In the times after
the Second Crusade, thanks to which the Finnish lands became part of
the still-forming Swedish kingdom, it was worth showing to the whole
world who, by royal grant, ruled over the areas located in the east, there
on the periphery of the Western civilisation. Therefore, in 1284, after
winning the war against his brother King Valdemar I, King Magnus III
granted the title of Duke of Finland to the youngest of his siblings, Bengt
Birgersson, who had supported him in the fight for the throne (Harrison,
2002, pp. 297-298). In 1302, the title was conferred upon Prince Waldemar,
one of the younger brothers of King Birger I Magnusson (Scott, 1988,
p- 70; Peterson, 2007, pp. 11-12). When he died, having been imprisoned
for inciting a rebellion against the monarch, the title remained with
his second wife, Norway’s Princess Ingeborg, becoming regent of the
kingdom between 1318-1326 (Ingeborg, 2025; Ingeborg Héakansdotter
2020). Finally, in 1353 or 1354, King Magnus IV made Bengt Algotsson,
a young knight close to him, the Duke of Finland (Scott, 1988, p. 74).
After his exile from Sweden in 1357 by the magnates who hated him
(accusing him, among other things, of having homosexual relations with
the ruler), and who were part of the anti-royal opposition directed against
Magnus IV, the title of Duke of Finland was given to one of his sons, Erik
XII (Peterson, 2016, p. 252; Hansen, 2005, p. 98). His father’s opponents
wanted to bring him to power, and eventually they arranged for them to
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rule together (Peterson, 2007, pp. 13-14; White, 2010, p. 8). As co-ruler
of the entire kingdom, Erik had no interest in this title. After his death
in 1359 during the plague, the title was not awarded to anyone for almost
200 years (Lamberg, 2016, p. 252). This should not be surprising given
that Sweden, along with the other Scandinavian kingdoms, soon entered
a period when its throne was occupied by monarchs from other countries.
The first of these was Albert of Mecklenburg, and then, starting with
Queen Margaret of Denmark, came a series of rulers who simultaneously
occupied the thrones of the three northern monarchies, united in 1397
by the Kalmar Union (Peterson, 2014, pp. 13-21; McKenna, 2014, pp.
180-185). In the minds of the Swedish monarchy, Finland was a distant,
peripheral province that held no great significance. However, it did hold
significance for Sweden itself, whose elites still thought, just as they
had before establishing the supposedly “eternal” peace with Novgorod,
about resuming eastward expansion, something they did not abandon
and never renounced. Swedish desires for territorial expansion to the
east, particularly into Russian lands (as evidenced by the wars waged
by the Swedes with Novgorod and Moscow throughout the 14® and 15"
centuries) became one of the reasons for the disintegration of the Kalmar
Union, when it became inarguably clear that the interests of Denmark
and Norway, which dominated in this union, simply lay elsewhere,
because those Danish and Norwegian interests were connected with trade
with continental Europe and with Atlantic (Dstergard, 2006, pp. 186-187;
Bryden et al., 2015, pp. 3-5).

In the Times of Sweden’s Might

In November 1520, the head of the Danish army, King Christian II,
occupied Stockholm and dealt bloodily with his Swedish opponents,
thinking that this would allow him to maintain his rule over Sweden.
However, nothing could have been further from the truth. Soon, the
country was engulfed by an anti-Danish uprising led by Gustav Vasa
(Sprague, 2005, pp. 103-105). The victory of Gustav and his supporters, the
expulsion of the Danes, and the dissolution of the Kalmar Union marked
the beginning of a new phase in the history of the Swedish kingdom. Faced
with the need to legitimise and stabilise both his power and royal prestige,
Gustav restored the title of Duke of Finland and, in 1556, bestowed it
upon John, his eldest son from his second marriage and the only one of
his sons who, from a castle in Turku, actually tried to exert control over
Finland (Kirby, 2006, p. 37; Lavery, 2006, pp. 186-187; Hjelm, Maude,
2021, p. 127). It should also be noted that somewhat earlier, in 1550, King
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Gustav had founded Helsingfors, later known as Helsinki — a city that the
ruler envisioned as a trading hub, intended to rival Hanseatic Reval (the
modern-day Estonian capital of Tallinn) (Meinander, 2020, pp. 38-39;
Mills, 2023, p. 374). Although it became evident that the shallow waters of
the area did not allow for the construction of a port at that time, the idea
itself demonstrated Gustav Vasa’s interest in Finland and the growing
economic and strategic importance of this eastern part of his kingdom. It
also signalled the direction of its potential further expansion, not only to
the east, but also to the southern shores of the Gulf of Finland and perhaps
beyond. This ambition was confirmed during Gustav’s lifetime by the
outbreaks of subsequent wars with eastern neighbours, particularly over
control of Livonia. The primary objective was not to control the routes
leading to the Black Sea, but to push Russia (by then no longer merely
the Ruthenians) away from the Baltic Sea and transform it into a Swedish
“internal lake” (Perrie, 1995, p. 24; Elgan, Scobbie, 2015, p. 8).

In 1561, the Swedes assumed control over the most of northern Livonia
(Estonia), which meant that they gained dominion over both shores of the
Gulf of Finland and allowed them to plan further expansion (Peterson,
2007, p. 66; De ruysscher, 2020, p. 63). In this context, ruling Finland was
a key issue, enabling them to plan and make further moves on the political
and military chessboard of the eastern part of the Baltic Sea region.
Although the truce signed in Dorpat in 1564 remained in effect as regards
relations between Sweden and Russia for almost the entire First Northern
War (1563-1570), it was only a matter of time before a new conflict broke
out between the two states over control of Livonia (de Madariga, 2006,
p- 192). In 1568, Sweden allied itself with Poland and Lithuania, while
Russia allied itself with Denmark, which had previously been Poland’s
ally (Glete, 2010, p. 84; Stone, 2014, p. 59). In 1570, Russia attacked the
Swedes in Livonia, and a struggle commenced between those two states
for control over the lands around the eastern part of the Baltic Sea which
would persist for centuries to come. Sweden successfully defended its
previous conquests and prepared to further expand its territory. In the
following decades, Swedish troops, based in Finland, would go on to
conquer Eastern Karelia, Ingria, and Livonia (Roberts, 1979, pp. 10-15;
De ruysscher, 2020, p. 63). In this context, the fact that they captured
Oreshek in 1612 is considered symbolic, as it was almost two hundred
and ninety years earlier that the Swedes and the Novgorod Ruthenians
had signed, in that very fortress, an allegedly eternal peace deal and
established the border between their states and spheres of influence for
the first time (Dunning, 2001, pp. 420—421; Nossov, 2012, p. 36). The
times of the relatively cautious policy of Gustav Vasa, marked by his focus
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on consolidating power, and the unstable rule of Eric XIV, were now very
much things of the past.

Finland’s importance to Sweden increased, but not only because it
became one of the operational bases of its army. Moreover, the further
the troops advanced, the weaker their ties to their own country were,
because the goods necessary for survival and continuing military
operations — mainly food for the soldiers and animals — were obtained
from the population of occupied areas. There was one thing, however, that
the Swedes could not acquire through conquest and plunder - soldiers
to reinforce their own regiments. Finland played an important role in
this respect as well. The Finns were good soldiers, and opponents of the
Swedish kings were particularly troubled by the Finnish light cavalry
units called hakapelits (this popular name came from the battle cry they
often used on the battlefield — hakkaa pddlle!, which loosely translated
means “cut them down!”) (Singleton, 1998, pp. 40—-41; Cole, 2024, p. 70).

Initially, three regiments of Finnish cavalry and nine regiments
of Finnish infantry played a role in the wars waged by Sweden against
Poland from the end of the 16® century (Singleton, 1998, p. 41). Later,
Finnish soldiers distinguished themselves during the Thirty Years
War in Germany and the Czech lands in several famous battles, most
notably the fateful battle of Liitzen (the victorious battle for the Swedes
against the imperial troops commanded by Albrecht von Wallenstein
was also, to some extent, a defeat, as their leader, King Gustav II Adolf
was Kkilled) (Singleton, 1998, p. 41; Pike, 2022, p. 336). It was not without
reason that, in 1932, a Finnish delegation led by General C. Gustaf
Mannerheim participated in the celebrations of the three hundredth
anniversary of this battle, in which military and civilian delegations from
many countries participated (Mannerheim, 2017, pp. 167-168; Sievers,
2016, p. 252). Finnish horsemen also took part in a successful campaign
against Denmark in 1658, when they crossed the frozen Danish Straits on
horseback in winter (Scott, 1988, pp. 209-210; Derry, 2000, pp. 132-133;
Hakkapeliitta).

From the 16" century onwards, Finland rapidly began to produce the
materials necessary for building merchant ships and warships, namely
and primarily, tar, pitch, and timber (although iron ore was also mined
— Finland’s Older Forest Industries, p. 17; Haapala, 2005, p. 684; Wilenius,
2017, p. 47; Hjelm, Maude, 2021, p. 143). The share of the largest Finnish
cities of Turku and Viipuri (in Swedish: Viborg) in Baltic trade between
Western Europe and the north of the continent and Russia also increased
significantly. Both Swedish merchants and those from England, Scotland,
the Netherlands, and Germany settled there to do business. The latter
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were mainly interested in Russia and therefore came to its vicinity, to
Viipuri in the east of Finland (Wuorinen, 1965, p. 86; Braudel, 1992,
pp. 253-254; Ogilvie, 2011, p. 47; Korpiola, 2018, p. 309, fn. 108). In the
17 century, the Finnish tar trade proved so lucrative that Swedish kings
began to regulate its prices. They established a state monopoly on trade
and, through administrative decisions, reduced the volume of production,
also introducing regulations on quality. Thanks to this, tax revenues from
the tar industry did not decrease (Kiljunen, 1992, p. 213; fn 1; Tikka,
2020, pp. 92-125; Gialdroni, 2020, p. 213). In the 18® century, after the
Great Northern War, there was a shift in the focus of forest product exports
from Finland, forced by political changes (Sweden’s loss of Eastern
Karelia) and economic changes in the world. Tar and pitch began to be
produced in large quantities in Russia and America, which led to a drop
in its price. For Sweden, timber obtained for foreign buyers in Finnish
forests (the English primarily) became more important (Kent, 1973, pp.
84-85; Astrém, 1988, p. 57; Meinander, 2020, pp. 61-62; MacDougall,
2022, pp. 25-26). This was the case until the end of Swedish rule over
Finnish lands.

When Finland Was a Part of the Russian Empire

From the late 16® century onwards, Finland increasingly played the
role of a buffer. It was a country on whose territory wars with Russia were
fought and which absorbed the blows that Sweden received from the
growing power of the neighbouring eastern power. At first, the fighting
with the Russians took place mainly on the border in Karelia and Ingria,
but eventually, during the Great Northern War, Sweden’s position as
a great power was broken, and Finland fell under Russian occupation for
eight years between 1714-1721 (Clements, 2022, p. 1872; Rauta, 2022)
Nevertheless, what was happening in its territory during the period
mentioned did not arouse any particular interest on the western side of
the Gulf of Bothnia. In Sweden, it was believed that Finland was indeed
part of the kingdom, albeit one inhabited by a population that differed
from the Swedes in every respect. On the one hand, it was considered that
its existence was a fortunate circumstance, because it separated Sweden
proper from Russia. However, on the other hand, there was little concern
for the fate of its population who had been murdered, terrorised, and
enslaved by Russian troops, because after all, these were not Swedes, but
people who differed from them in language, ethnic origin, and customs
— supposedly their own people, but completely alien. However, in 1788,
Sweden once again attempted to launch a counterattack from the Finnish
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territory, but the resultant, limited success of this offensive only confirmed
that the glory days of the Swedish land army were a thing of the past
(Troyat, 2006, pp. 263-264; Jigerskiold, 1957, pp. 317-319). First of all,
it became obvious that the population of Sweden and Finland combined
could not compare to that of the Russian tsars. It was also clear that the
demographic gap between the two powers would widen to the Russia’s
advantage, and Sweden was well on its way to losing its status as a regional
power once and for all for this reason alone.

Paradoxically, it was only after Finland’s definitive loss in 1809 that
Sweden appreciated its importance for the shared state that had just ceased
to exist. In addition to nostalgia for its lost borderlands, this realisation
was influenced by the sudden shift in the Kingdom of Sweden’s position
in the international arena. Until then, Russia had been situated far to the
east, and Swedish fortresses and garrisons were located, in times of peace,
several dozen kilometers from St. Petersburg — the imperial capital of
Peter the Great, built in the early 18" century. Now, after the annexation
of Finland together with the Aland Islands, Russian troops were located
near the borders of Sweden and were a short distance from Stockholm
(Klinge, 1993, p. 251; Lambert, 2011, p. 200; Suchoples, 2022, p. 13). For
the next few decades, the Swedes lived in a state of fear, coupled with
the prevailing conviction that it was only a matter of time before their
country, deprived of the Finnish buffer, would suffer the same fate as
Poland, which had been torn apart by its neighbours at the end of the 18
century, and be absorbed by Russia as it stood in the way of that power’s
expected expansion towards the Danish Straits and the North Sea. It
was not without reason that the greatest of Swedish poets, Esaias Tegnér,
wrote in one of his works about the approaching “giant from the east” as
an inevitable danger threatening to destroy Swedish statehood (Klinge,
1993, p. 251). For at least the next forty years, the Swedes associated
Finland not only with the final loss of their great-power status, but also
with a real (Russian) threat to Sweden’s own existence.

The trauma and fear for Sweden’s future, caused by the defeat of 1809
and the loss of Finland, did not dissipate despite the passage of time. The
sense of injustice and humiliation associated with that moment in the
country’s history was still present in Swedish society well after the fact
(Klinge, 1993, p. 251; Gammelien, 2004, pp. 131-144). It is no wonder that
when a chance for revenge arose, Sweden was seized by a patriotic fever.
This opportunity was to come in the form of the outbreak of the Crimean
War in 1853. In a short time, war enthusiasm broke out among the Swedish
public. The Swedes wished to exact revenge for the humiliation of the
war of 1808-1809 and to regain the territories lost in the east to Russia
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at that time (Kuldkepp, 2019, pp. 121-126). Encouragement was even
forthcoming from court circles, because King Oscar I, who occupied the
throne in Stockholm, held similar desires (Kuldkepp, 2019, pp. 122-123,
125; Jonasson, 1973, pp. 246-250). Nevertheless, at the end of the day,
Sweden did not declare war on Russia and remained neutral. And the threat
of Swedish intervention (coupled with an Austrian ultimatum presented
to Russia) was one of the factors that prompted the Tsarist government to
enter into negotiations and work to ensure peace (Jonasson, 1973, p. 250;
Kuldkepp, 2019, p. 125). However, the attitude of the Finns during the
conflict was disappointing to the Swedes; the population of the Grand
Duchy, an autonomous province of the Russian Empire, proved loyal to
its rulers. The Finns devotedly defended the coast of their country upon
being attacked by a combined British-French fleet (Kuldkepp, 2019, p.
124). Apparently, after almost fifty years of Russian rule, autonomy within
the Tsarist state was more to their liking than a return to the borders of
the Swedish kingdom. During the span of just two generations, the then-
extant economic and political ties between Finland and Russia proved
stronger than the memory of the tradition of almost six hundred years
of the shared Swedish-Finnish past. However, it was also characteristic
that Sweden refused to retake control of the Aland Islands despite being
twice proposed by Western great powers to do so (Jonasson, 1973, p. 247).
It indicated that Sweden’s leaders were aware — and anxious — that if
Russia could not be repelled back to the gates of St. Petersburg, her rulers
would not forget about Sweden’s silent participation in the anti-Russian
coalition, which already compromised Sweden’s neutrality (Mazowski,
2023, p. 274). Only after the end of hostilities did the Swedish king and
his government attempt to secure control over the archipelago, but,
during peace negotiations, Russia refused to give the islands over to a
country which had not participated actively in the conflict (Mazowski,
2023, p. 274). The Swedes had to be satisfied with their demilitarisation
under the Aland Convention, which the Tsarist government was forced to
sign on 30" March 1856 along with the Paris Peace Treaty (Treaty of Paris
of 1856; Mazowski, 2023, p. 274).

This may have come as an unpleasant surprise to the Swedish public.
However, it also helped them realise that a return to the pre-1809 status quo
was impossible. It appeared that the time to accept that the Finnish people
did not dream of returning to the borders of a country that treated them
perhaps not as second-class citizens, but certainly not as complete equals
to native Swedes. Finland had primarily been viewed as an area that could
and should be colonised, one that brought the Swedish crown income
from taxing farm and forest production, and the possibility of recruiting
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brave soldiers for an army that had, for some time, been feared throughout
Europe. At this point, one could try to answer a number of questions about
the future position of the Finnish language and culture, particularly in
the broader context of the possibility of their emancipation, if Finland
had been reintegrated into Sweden. For example, would a literary Finnish
language, a tool of high culture, have emerged in a relatively short time, as
it did in reality? Would it have been possible to translate Finnish culture
from Swedish into Finnish, an endeavour completely unprecedented in
the world? Trying to answer such questions, however, goes beyond the
scope of this paper.

In any case, under the rule of the Russian tsars and grand dukes,
Swedish law remained in force in Finland, and Swedish continued to be
an official language, primarily used in everyday life by the local elite —
Finnish was yet to gain a similar position, but this did happen in the second
half of the 19 century (Klinge, 1993, pp. 149-173; Singleton, 1998, p. 90;
Pesonen, Riihinen, 2018, p. 26). The Finns also retained their confessional
allegiance to the Lutheran Church. As a result, Finland remained within
the sphere of Western civilisation and was perceived as such in Sweden
and other Scandinavian countries, although self-interest and political
realism dictated that its inhabitants remain loyal to the Romanov rulers.
The situation of the autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland in the 19%
century can probably be compared to the situation of the contemporary
autonomous province of modern Finland’s Aland Islands. The sense of
identity of their Swedish inhabitants is evolving towards being distinct
from both Finland and Sweden (a distinction cultivated and deepened
precisely due to the specific political, formal, and legal situation and the
funds received due to the constitutional guarantees of autonomy). The
Alanders have realised that if their archipelago were within the borders of
Sweden, it would be just another province. However, as part of Finland, it
can enjoy a special status and the privileges that this status confers.

The decision made in Stockholm, which was controversial for certain
segments of Swedish society still nostalgic for revenge over the defeat of
1809 and the potential restoration of Finland, led to Sweden’s neutral stance
in the Crimean War. This shift, coupled with the apparent weakening of
Russia after the conclusion of the conflict, resulted in a diminished fear
of a Russian attack among the Swedish populace. The demilitarisation of
the Aland Islands, imposed by France and Great Britain during the Paris
Peace Conference in 1856, certainly contributed to this, as it resulted in
the removal of the Russian garrison located furthest to the west — one
very close to Swedish territory — and defined the scope of the Russian
military presence in the Baltic Sea region (Suchoples, 2022, pp. 13-14;
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Tuchtenhagen, 2022, p. 114). At the same time, the loyalty demonstrated
by the Finns towards St. Petersburg during that period meant that
Finland was no longer perceived by those on the western side of the
Gulf of Bothnia primarily as a lost territory, one occupied by an eternal
enemy, from which an invasion could come that would threaten Sweden’s
continued existence, and whose re-conquest from the Russians, who were
perceived as waiting for a convenient opportunity, must not be forgotten.
This was particularly felt after 1863, when Alexander II began to regularly
convene the Finnish parliament, and the Grand Duchy enjoyed almost all
the attributes of sovereignty (i.e., not only a clearly-defined territory, but
also its own government, currency, and even a small army (Armed Strength
of Russia, 1882, p. 201; Lundin, 1981, p. 365; Jussila, Hentild, Nevakivi,
1999, pp. 12-26, 38-40, 56-71; Lavery, 2006, p. 53; Pesonen, Riihinen,
2018, p. 26). During, the latter decades of the 19' century, Finland began
to be considered — not only in Sweden — as another northern country.
Although its dependence on Russia was not questioned by anyone, given
the importance it played in Russian security policy (securing control over
both the northern and southern shores of the Gulf of Finland was seen as
essential to guarantee that no power would dare to attack St. Petersburg
or attempt to push the Tsarist empire away from the Baltic Sea), Finland’s
actual limited distinctiveness, resulting from its specific status and the
fact that it was inhabited by not only non-Russian, but even non-Slavic,
populations, became obvious (Laitinen, 1998, p. 109; Simon, 2019, pp.
66-69).

It can be argued that, from the Swedish point of view, in the second half
of the 19 century, Finland once again began to act as a barrier separating
Sweden from Russia, which had gained an increasing advantage over
Sweden in terms of population and overall potential. This is evidenced
by the growing sense of threat in Sweden during the first attempt to
russify Finland and, at the very least, to limit or, preferably, to eliminate
its autonomy, an effort undertaken between the years 1899 and 1905
(Polvinen, 1984; af Malmborg, 2001, pp. 104-106; Nylund, 2023, p. 527).
However, the background of those developments was more serious than
merely Russian-Finnish relations; the expansionist Weltpolitik of German
Emperor Wilhelm II that was initiated in the 1890s had an influence, as
did related Russian fears combined with increasingly aggressive Russian
nationalism (Lowe, 1994, pp. 141-149; Carr, Wetzel, 2023, pp. 184-185;
Hosking, 2001, pp. 379-382; Moss, 2005, pp. 80-85). The Swedes viewed
the events in Finland with the interests of their country in mind. They
believed that the success of Russian plans to eliminate the autonomy of
the Grand Duchy would serve as a prelude to the resumption of Russian
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expansion in the Baltic region, which would likely be directed primarily
at the Scandinavian Peninsula (Polvinen, 1984, p. 100; af Malmborg,
2001, p. 105). The notion of an autonomous Finland as a buffer country
that would, to some extent, protect Sweden from Russian encroachments
by its very existence, as before 1809, had little to do with reality (Russian
troops could always attack Sweden via Finnish territory). Nevertheless,
this idea clearly illustrates the place Finland occupied in the mindsets of
the Swedes as regards the security of their own country at the beginning
of the 20™ century. Meanwhile, contradictions began to grow, not only
between the major Baltic powers (namely, Germany and Russia), but also
those international actors that actually destabilised international relations
on a large scale, ultimately leading to the outbreak of World War 1.

Sweden and Independent Finland

At the turn of the 19* and 20™ centuries, Sweden began to pursue
a policy towards Finland that would evolve under different circumstances
after Finland had declared its independence in late 1917. The government
(senate) and parliament of the Grand Duchy of Finland decided to
completely sever ties with Russia, fearing that their country would be
drawn into the chaos of the Russian civil war spilling over its eastern
borders. According to this concept, Finland was to remain a stronghold of
stability and peace. For Sweden, the announcement of the establishment
of the Finnish state was therefore a beneficial event — it appeared on the
map, separating Sweden from Russia (for the first time in history it did
not have a common border with Russia) and the events taking place there.
Therefore, King Gustav V and his government in a letter from the Consul
General of Sweden in Helsinki, decided to recognise Finland “as an
autonomous and independent state” on January 4%, 1918, which was the
very same day as France did the same in a note from the Consul General
of France in Helsinki, and four days after Soviet Russia has done so via
a statement of the Council of People’s Commissars (Letter from the Consul
General of Sweden in Finland; Note from the Consul of France in Finland;
Statement of the Council of People’s Commissars respectively). Thanks to this,
Sweden became one of the first two Western countries to take such a step
and formally recognise Finland’s independence. Significantly, it did so
almost a week before the other Scandinavian monarchies, Denmark and
Norway, in a telegram from the Danish Minister for Foreign Affairs, and
in a letter from the Norwegian Minister for Foreign Affairs respectively
(Telegram from the Danish Minister for Foreign Affairs; Letter from the
Norwegian Minister for Foreign Affairs respectively). Despite continuing
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Sweden’s long-standing policy of neutrality, which had been maintained
during both the Crimean War and after the outbreak of World War I, the
legal government of Finland received direct support from its western
neighbour during the civil war that engulfed the newly-established
state in late January 1918. Fighting for Finland against the rebellion of
the Red Guard supported by the Russian Bolsheviks, 1,100 soldiers of
a Swedish volunteer brigade took part in bloody fighting (Smele, 2015,
p. 412). Sweden’s support for Finland was not even about sympathy for
a country that had been part of a common state for 600 years, nor was
it about a sense of unity with another northern nation that was gaining
independence, professing the same religion, and whose members led
a similar lifestyle and had a similar attitude to nature and the outside
world. While these factors were important, they represented only part
of the well-sounding, even altruistic justification for the actions of
several Swedish army officers. Those officers, while acting privately and
unofficially, aimed both to defeat the forces of the Finnish radical left
and significantly improve Sweden’s security. More crucially, however, the
support was fundamentally motivated by the broader ideological struggle
against Bolshevism.

It is also worth remembering Sweden’s attempt in 1918 to regain the
Aland Islands by means of armed intervention, which had been officially
motivated by the protection of its Swedish inhabitants and their right to
self-determination. However, this move was also motivated by concerns
over national security, particularly in light of the remilitarisation of
the archipelago during World War I by Russian forces, with the tacit
approval and cooperation of their British and French allies (Hobson et
al., 2012, pp. 28, 45). At that time, fears returned in Sweden concerning
a possible Russian invasion or military pressure aimed at forcing the
country to abandon its policy of neutrality and turn against Germany
by joining the Entente (Tuchtenhagen, 2022, pp. 119-120). Later,
during the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, the leader of the [o\landers,
A. Julius Sundblom, tried to convince the leaders of the victorious great
powers that the archipelago should be annexed to Sweden (Barros, 1968,
p- 130; Maude, 2010, pp. 54-56; Hobson et al., 2012, p. 45). However,
he only partly succeeded; the matter was referred to the soon-to-be-
established League of Nations for consideration. Its Council, closing
the arbitration procedure in 1921, left the Alanders within Finland’s
borders, on condition that they were granted broad autonomy and that
the archipelago remained demilitarised (Barros, 1968; Tuchtenhagen,
2022, pp. 119-120; Paci, 2023, pp. 73-76; Rosas, 2024, pp. 90-92; United
Nations, 1922).
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The Swedish intervention in 1918 and the subsequent, so-called “Aland
crisis of 1919-1921” demonstrated how the Swedish government viewed
Finland during the final stages of World War I and in its aftermath. On
one hand, Stockholm welcomed the creation of an independent Finnish
state and supported — both officially and unofficially — its separation from
Russia as well as the subsequent process of its stabilisation (Gilmour,
2011, p. 11; Hedén, 2016, pp. 2-9, 14-18). On the other hand, Sweden
tried to regain control over the Aland Islands, which the Swedes saw as
being particularly important from the point of view of their own security
(Salmon, 2002, p. 164; Gilmour, 2011, p. 11; Kleemola-Juntunen, 2019, pp.
13-17). However, the relatively rapid normalisation of Finland’s position
on the international stage meant that Sweden quickly came to terms
with the failure of its efforts to seize and annex the strategically located
archipelago. Any prolonged tension in relations with the government
in Helsinki would have been contrary to the aforementioned goals of
Swedish security policy.

Dualityalso characterised Sweden’sattitude toward Finland throughout
the interwar period, as well as during World War II. In the 1920s, Finnish
aspirations for political rapprochement with neutral Scandinavian states
were treated with reserve in Sweden, as well as in Denmark and Norway.
While an independent Finland came to serve as a barrier separating the
Scandinavian Peninsula from Soviet Russia, it was considered one of the
successor states of the former Russian Empire, and thus the northernmost
part of Central Europe as far as Stockholm, Oslo, and Copenhagen were
concerned. Due to the potential threat of Soviet aggression, neither the
Swedes, the Norwegians, nor the Danes wanted to engage with this region.
For those countries, maintaining neutrality was paramount. The notion
of forging closer political, not to mention military, ties with Finland,
whose relations with its dangerous eastern neighbour were characterised
by mutual suspicion and hostility, were simply undesirable. Such an
alignment was seen as potentially drawing them into a possible Soviet-
Finnish conflict (Smith et al., 2002, pp. 151-152; Crampton, 1997, p. 104;
Rothschild, 2016, pp. 369-370).

This Swedish perspective on Finland, framed in the context of Sweden’s
Realpolitik, could not be changed by the historical memory of a shared past
of several hundred years, nor by the sense of cultural closeness strengthened
by the strong position of the Swedish language in the newly-established
republic. In Finland, Swedish became the second official language, which
was still used on a daily basis not only by cultural but also political elites.
Also, the appeal of the Finnish art and architecture in northern Europe,
primarily due to the simplicity and austerity of their styles, which was
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considered worthy of imitation due to its roots in the ancient aesthetic
traditions of this region, could not, however, alter Sweden’s policy toward
Finland. For the sophisticated members of Scandinavian upper classes
looking west and south, this aesthetic often served as a reminder of their
own cultural roots. However, despite this cultural resonance, it had little
impact on shifting Sweden’s stance toward Finland.! Although Swedish-
Finnish, and, generally, Nordic cultural and sports cooperation developed
within the Norden Associations, this had no impact on political nor
military cooperation, although it certainly created and strengthened
a friendly atmosphere in mutual relations between all northern countries
(Wivel, 2014, p. 83; Stadius, 2023, pp. 184-185). Moreover, commitment
to the policy of neutrality, the different definitions of potential threats,
and the belief in the power of the idea of collective security based on
membership in the League of Nations paralysed not only political and
military cooperation between Sweden and Finland, but between all the
northern states. It is worthwhile to recall that between the years 1920 and
1932, there were no common meetings held between their prime ministers
and foreign ministers (Ikonomou, Rasmussen, 2022, p. 259).

A moderate rapprochement became possible only in the 1930s, when
the prestige of the League of Nations began to collapse and it became clear
that neutral northern states had to find alternative foundations for their
security. Nevertheless, it was difficult to convince the Swedish leadership
that Finland, despite its objective weakness, could be something more (i.¢.,
a true partner or ally) to Sweden than just a barrier separating the country
from the Soviet Union. Therefore, any ideas concerning comprehensive
political and, moreover, military cooperation were not forthcoming
(Salmon, 1997, pp. 190, 194-197; Kurunmiéki, 2016, pp. 55-57).

Finland’sincreasingly visibleinclination towards Scandinavia certainly
played a role here, as evidenced by its signing of Oslo Agreements in 1933
(an economic agreement between the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxemburg,
and Scandinavian countries concluded in December 1930), and, from 1934
onwards, by the participation of the Finnish Minister of Foreign Affairs
in the meetings of the heads of diplomacy of the Scandinavian countries
which had been initiated in 1932, and also by the official declaration
by Prime Minister Toivo M. Kiviméki, made on 6" December 1935 on

1A good example of the Swedish interest in Finnish design, architecture, and,
in a broader context, its approach toward urban countryside is the fact that an entry
in the competition for a redevelopment project of a part of Stockholm’s central district
Nedre (in English: Lower) Norrmalm proposed by an icon of Finnish design and
architecture, Alvar Aalto, was, in 1934, accepted and realised. See Fleig, 1974, p. 255;
Hall, 2009, pp. 119-120.
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behalf of the Finnish government, regarding Finland’s desire to maintain
neutrality and to set a course towards political ties with its northern
European neighbours (Kirby, 1979, p. 116; van Roon, 1989, pp. 57-58;
Derry, 2000, p. 317; Suchoples, 2003, pp. 3-4; Strang, 2016, p. 319).
Therefore, it is no wonder that between 1933-1934, even before Prime
Minister Kiviméki officially declared Finland’s intention to join the group
of neutral and peaceful Scandinavian countries, Finnish and Swedish
politicians, on Finland’s initiative, began talks concerning political and,
later, limited military cooperation (the subsequent Stockholm Plan aimed
at the common remilitarisation of the Aland Islands, an initiative which
was proposed in July 1938. However, it was dropped when, in 1939, it was
protested by the Soviet Union) (Wallin, 1990, pp. 15-16; Vehvildinen, 2002,
pp. 17-18; Upton, 2016, p. 171). This was both easy and natural, because
secret episodes of contact between the Swedish and Finnish military had
been ongoing since the 1920s (Salmon, 1997, p. 194; Vehvildinen, 2002,
pp. 17-18; Upton, 2016, pp. 170-171). The Prime Minister of Finland
could therefore assume that it would be realistic to send several Swedish
divisions to Finland and for them to cooperate with Finnish units in the
event of, as it was euphemistically put, a sudden collapse of the collective
security system guaranteed by the League of Nations. It was, however,
evident that such a scenario would only arise in the event of Soviet
aggression against one of its Baltic neighbours.

During World War I1

Despite the growing sense of threat in Sweden not only from the USSR
but also from Nazi Germany, the idea of forming an alliance with Finland
was not implemented. Its Swedish supporters comprised military men
and a few politicians — among them, Rickard J. Sandler, the Minister of
Foreign Affairs during the years 1936-1939, deserves special mention;
after the outbreak of the Soviet-Finnish war, he resigned precisely
because he supported plans to sign a Swedish-Finnish pact — unlike Prime
Minister Per Albin Hansson — and supported the idea of remilitarising
the Aland Islands, which was to be carried out jointly by the Swedes and
Finns (Gilmour, 2011, p. 22; Sander, 2013, p. 75; Arielli, 2018, pp. 99-100;
Westberg, 2022, p. 52). Most of Sweden’s political leaders believed that the
policy of neutrality should be upheld, as it had been during the Crimean
War and later World War I, believing that it was this approach that
provided the best guarantee of security (Leitz, 2000, pp. 49-52; Levine,
2002, pp. 307-308; Czarny, 2018, pp. 38-40). Finland did not become
an ally of Sweden on the eve of the war and continued to play only the
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role of a buffer zone. On one hand, Finland was, in Sweden’s eyes, still
a friendly nation that should be supported in the face of a threat of war.
But on the other hand, Swedish leaders maintained that it was necessary
to keep a certain distance from Finland so as not to become actively
involved in the conflict. Consequently, when the USSR attacked Finland
on November 30%, 1939, Sweden agreed to send relatively small, albeit
essential, supplies of military equipment (including airplanes and anti-
tank guns) to the Finnish army fighting against the overwhelming forces
of the enemy. Additionally, Sweden agreed to accept refugees (mainly
children), and to send, according to different sources, from between 8,300
to 9,000 men and pilots. However, there could be no talk of its full and
official involvement on the side of the invaded neighbour (Joesten, 1945,
p. 325; Sprague, 2010, p. 3; Murphy, 2021, p. 86).

Later, during the Continuation War (1941-1944), when Finland
attacked the Soviet Union alongside the Third Reich, Sweden continued
to support Finland, albeit in a somewhat more limited way than during
the Winter War (for example, this time only 1,700 Swedish volunteers
fought against the Red Army) (Sprague, 2010, pp. 2-3; Johansen, 2016).
Finland’s image certainly suffered in Sweden, at least in some circles, as
aresult of its decision to cooperate with Nazi Germany. However, from the
Swedish point of view, the primary concern was to keep the USSR, thanks
to the existence of an independent Finland, away from the kingdom’s
borders. One could even argue, as the Finnish historian Kimmo Rentola
did, that maintaining Finland’s independence was absolutely crucial
for Sweden’s own security during World War II and in the immediate
post-war years, when the international order was being shaped (Rentola,
2024, pp. 151-152). Therefore, Sweden’s neutrality did not interfere with
the secret cooperation between the diplomatic, intelligence, or special
services of both countries, the best example of which was the Stella Polaris
operation which, in September 1944, aimed to evacuate the personnel,
archives, and ciphers of Finnish intelligence to Sweden in the face of the
Finnish-Soviet armistice and the imminent arrival of Red Army units
in Finland (Naimark, 2019, p. 108; Hjelm, Maude, 2021, p. 317). It is
also worth recalling that both in 1940 and 1944, it was in Stockholm that
Finnish representatives established contact with Soviet diplomats, which
paved the way for the end of the war between the two countries (Karsh,
2011, pp. 39-40; Rentola, 2024, pp. 50-53, 80-87, 118-119).

On a different scale, World War II echoed the situation from the
18® century and earlier, when Sweden fought Russia for control of the
eastern part of the Baltic region. Then, too, the fighting took place on
Finnish territory, and although this time the Swedish soldiers were

106



J. Suchoples, Looking to the East. Finland’s Significance to Sweden...

“only” volunteers, their participation in the fighting — apart from the oft-
cited fight against Bolshevism — was, as before, aimed at preventing the
occupation of Finnish lands by Russian or Soviet troops and stopping the
expansion of the eastern empire. This expansion, in the long run, would
most likely have threatened Sweden’s independence. The undeclared war
fought in 1942 by Sweden and the USSR in the Baltic Sea, during which
Soviet submarines sank Swedish merchant ships mainly carrying iron ore
to German ports, all while the Soviet submariners remained on the lookout
out for Swedish Royal Navy warships tracking them, only confirmed
the validity of such an interpretation of the events of World War II and
their placement in the broader context of the history of the countries of
the Baltic Sea region (Grooss, 2017). This conflict demonstrated that,
although the specific circumstances and dynamics of relations between
the Baltic states might change over time, the most crucial factors remained
the enduring elements that defined the raison d’état of each nation. In the
case of Russia/the USSR, the primary objective and desire was to secure
control over the Gulf of Finland and the communication routes leading
from east to west and from north to south. In the case of Sweden and
Finland, on the other hand, the focus was on the security and freedom of
navigation between their own ports and the outside world.

During the Cold War and After the Collapse
of the Iron Curtain

After the end of World War II, the Swedes paid close attention to what
was happening to Finland, which remained at the mercy of Joseph Stalin
for the initial post-war years (1944-1948) and later became entangled —
akin to Sweden — in a game aimed at establishing spheres of influence
between the superpowers in the north of the continent and the balance
between them in that region. Although the governments of both countries
consulted one another as regards their actions taken in the uncertain,
post-war realities of the time, the Swedish authorities did not coordinate
their actions with Finland, which was almost incapacitated by the Soviet
Union in international relations. Therefore, the decision not to join the
emerging North Atlantic Treaty Organization, despite Denmark, Iceland,
and Norway already being members NATO by that point in time, was
taken seriously by politicians in Stockholm without considering its
potential consequences for their Finnish neighbour (Aalders, 1989, pp.
143-146, 169, 185; Agius, 2006, pp. 106-107). Nevertheless, it contributed
to stabilising Finland’s situation vis-d-vis the USSR, and also to enhancing
the role of Swedish-Finnish relations. Thus, a system was formed in the
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region in which there were two neutral states, each with its own form
of neutrality. Despite these differences, this neutrality became a factor
that strengthened mutual contact, in addition to historical and cultural
conditions. Just as in the 19® century, when the autonomous Grand
Duchy of Finland was part of the Russian Empire, Finland was perceived
in Sweden as a friendly state whose relative independence became
a condition that had a positive impact on Swedish security policy and
which strengthened peace in the region. On the other hand, for Finland,
Sweden has always been a window to the West, a country with which it
was connected through, inter alia, several hundred years of shared, albeit
not always easy history, a religion common to both nations, the tradition
of using the Swedish language, and a similar way of perceiving the world
and their own place in it. Most importantly, in the context of the difficult
years of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War — Sweden was
seen as a kind of insurance policy, a neighbouring country which, due to
its own raison d’état, was keen on Finland surviving the confrontation
with the USSR and maintaining its independence in the realities of the
hegemony in the Baltic Sea region created as a result of the Soviet victory
over Nazi Germany and its allies.

Therefore, in the following decades, and within the framework of its
own neutrality policy, Sweden supported Finland in its efforts to expand
its room for manoeuvre in the international arena. Although the idea
conceived in Stockholm to create a neutral zone in Northern Europe
(under the Undén Plan of 1961) — which envisioned a zone consisting of
Sweden and Finland — had no chance of being realised, Sweden did not
give up its cautious support for Finnish aspirations to expand connections
with the West via Scandinavia (Lindahl, 1988, pp. 67-69). This was
especially the case after Stalin’s death (1953) and the Soviet Union’s
approval of Finland’s membership in 1955 (and that of other former
allies of the Third Reich) in the United Nations. Finland’s accession to
the Nordic Council in December 1955 and the signing of the Helsinki
Treaty by the five Nordic countries in 1962 created a formal framework
for their enhanced cooperation in many areas (The Helsinki Treaty, 2018;
Jussila, Hentild, Nevakivi, 1999, p. 284; Cogen, 2016, pp. 175-180). This
cooperation was further expressed with the establishment of the Nordic
Council of Ministers in 1971 (About the Nordic Council of Ministers).

Support from Sweden, for which close relations with Finland remained
a requirement of its own security policy until the fall of the Iron Curtain
in Europe, along with backing from the other Scandinavian countries,
significantly contributed to strengthening Finland’s international
position. This was further bolstered by Finland s ability to leverage more

108



J. Suchoples, Looking to the East. Finland’s Significance to Sweden...

favourable moments in the relations between the USA and the USSR,
as periods of tension alternated with periods of détente. The country
began to be perceived as a place acceptable to all, where representatives of
the East could meet with representatives of the West in order to discuss
matters important for the peaceful coexistence of states gathered around
two competing superpowers. It was no coincidence that the Conference on
Security and Cooperation in Europe, and the ceremony of signing its Final
Act on 1% August 1975 were organised in Helsinki. This event marked
a great diplomatic success for Finland, strengthening the international
image of the country (Clerc, 2023, pp. 44-45).

It is also worth adding that the ties between the two countries and
nations were further strengthened in the post-war years until 1977, when
Sweden became the destination country for more than 400,000 Finns who
decided to emigrate to the western side of the Gulf of Bothnia due to
economic reasons. At a later point, however, a number of those emigrants
eventually returned to Finland (Hammar, 1995, pp. 297; Korkiasaari,
Soderling, 2003, pp. 2-5). At that time, Finland, having suffered from
the various consequences of its participation in World War II, such as
the necessity to give up economically-important territories in the east to
the Soviet Union, as well as the obligation to pay high reparations and its
long-term dependence on the USSR in foreign policy which resulted in
both the forced exclusion from the Marshall Plan and the hindering of
Finland’s economic contacts with Western countries. As aresult, Finland’s
level of development was much lower than that found in Sweden, which
had successfully avoided being drawn into a global conflict twice in the
20" century (Majander, 2008; Mjgset, 2000). On the other hand, this
phenomenon strengthened the stereotypical view of Finland in Sweden as
the “poor sister” to the east, whose inhabitants suffered from an inferiority
complex towards the richer and more “cultured” Swedes, who had been
in direct contact with continental Europe for centuries.

Until the end of the Cold War, Sweden and Finland needed each other
as a form of mutual insurance of their own independence in a region
where communist power enjoyed hegemonic influence. However, the
perception of Finland in Sweden did not change after the end of the
Cold War. In 1995, both countries joined the European Union, but the
earlier integration that took place, especially after the Second World War,
within the group of northern countries, somewhat diminished the effect
of joining the EU in terms of the Swedes’ view of Finland (Czarny, 2017,
pp. 315-316; Braun, 2021, pp. 40-41; Strang, 2021, pp. 103-131). Finland
remained a close country for them, albeit one that was poorer. At the
turn of the 20" and 21% centuries, Sweden and Finland were among the
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richest countries in the world and still are. Yet, despite a clear, though
temporary, decrease in the level of tension in international relations after
the fall of communism in Europe, Finland continued to serve as a barrier
that has always separated Sweden from an unpredictable and, therefore,
perpetually dangerous Russia.

The accession of Finland and Sweden to the North Atlantic Treaty
almost thirty years later (in 2023 and 2024 respectively) had a completely
different meaning in this respect. It was provoked by a series of aggressive
actions by Russia against its neighbouring countries, culminating in the
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, inclining Finland and Sweden
to redefine their security policy (Cottey, 2018, pp. 217-219; Colibasanu,
2023, pp. 208-210). The intention of Finnish and Swedish politicians was
for joining NATO to be a step that was jointly decided and jointly carried
out, in order to emphasise both its groundbreaking significance for both
countries and their particularly close relations (Alander, 2024, p. 64; 2024,
Pesu, Iso-Markku, 2024, p. 190). However, due to the need to overcome
resistance from Turkey and Hungary, it became necessary to separate the
joint application for admission to the alliance (Miiller, Slominski, 2024,
pp. 123-125; Wolff, 2025, p. 86). On the other hand, the actions taken
to successfully conclude the accession of the two northern countries to
NATO demonstrated that their diplomacies were once again able to work
together harmoniously, even at a time of crisis.

Moreover, the Swedes will have noticed that Finland had become
a full member of the North Atlantic Treaty earlier than their country.
It must have made them realise that their “poorer sister” from the east
enjoyed exceptional respect in the world, perhaps even greater than the
old, “cultured” Kingdom of Sweden, which had long been convinced of
its own superiority over Finland.

Conclusions

If we examine the long-term significance of Finland with regard to
Sweden, it becomes clear that although circumstances have changed,
its role has not changed fundamentally. Since the late Middle Ages, it
has been an indispensable buffer zone from the Swedish perspective,
protecting Sweden from the east. This was the case when Finland was part
of the Swedish state, later an autonomous province of Russia, and finally
as an independent state — even when it belonged to the Soviet sphere of
influence. Today, as both Sweden and Finland belong to the European
Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and as Swedish
officers, together with their Finnish colleagues, stand ready to command
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NATO military units deployed on Finnish territory near the borders of
Russia, one could even say that history has come full circle (Nilsen, 2024;
Edvardsen, 2024). Now, however, for the first time in history, Finland
has officially become an ally of Sweden, one of the partners with whom
the eventual defense of the entire region of northern Europe is formally
planned — though the relationship remains particularly close due to their
shared past and cultural ties.

For Swedes, Finland is also certainly an exceptional country, due to the
continued presence of the Swedish language there. Although the number
of Finns who use it on a daily basis is systematically decreasing [currently
it is only about 5% of Finnish society (Hinchliffe, Holmes, 2020, p. 208)],
it is still a mandatory subject in schools, even though it is increasingly
difficult for it to compete with the English language. Above all, there is
no other country in the world, apart from Sweden itself, of course, where
Swedish would not only enjoy the status of an official language, but would
also be considered an important medium of culture and information. This
is evidenced by, among other things, the prominent role and position of
the Swedish Theatre in Helsinki among the theatre stages of the country
of a thousand lakes, as well as the continued significance and importance
of Hufoudstadsbladet (in English: The Fournal of the Capital), now having
been published in tabloid format in Swedish for twenty years, which
allows it to continue to attract a readership despite the weakening position
of the Swedish language in Finland. It is currently the tenth most widely
read Finnish periodical, but in the 19" century, and from the time it was
founded in 1864, it was the largest and most popular newspaper published
in the Grand Duchy of Finland (McRae, 1997, p. 315; Hufoudstadsbladet).

For Sweden, Finland is still an important point of reference, which
manifests itself in various, though not always pleasant, ways. On one hand,
the Swedes, whose country lost its status as a superpower long ago, may feel
a sense of superiority by contrasting their “aristocratic” sophistication and
slightly greater wealth than that of Finland, with which they supposedly
tower over them. Let us note, incidentally, that Sweden’s strengths were
for decades, even centuries, its more favourable geographical location,
which ensured closer, more stable contact with continental Europe and
the centres of culture and science located to its west and south.

Itisenough tolisten to the not-so-sophisticated,and certainly politically
incorrect, jokes they tell about their neighbours from across the border,
especially those ridiculing their supposed simplicity, poor intelligence,
humorlessness, and grumpiness. On the other hand, it is this supposed
Finnish simplicity that clearly still appeals to Swedes, as evidenced by
their fascination with Finnish architecture and design, which did not end
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with the appreciation of Alvar Aalto’s work. It is no coincidence that in
2023, Sweden’s IKEA entered into cooperation with the Finnish clothing
and household goods company Marimekko, in order to use its experience
to design a new line of furniture, glassware, and textiles (IKEA X, 2025).

The Swedes’ view of the East also places them as being in the spirit of
the somewhat forgotten ideals of 19*-century Scandinavism as regards
their view of themselves, their lifestyle or their approach to nature and
the landscape of their homeland, which characterise all the inhabitants of
the northern reaches of Europe. The Finns are certainly also the Swedes’
dream rival in ice hockey, the most popular sport in both nations. After all,
nothing pleases them as much as a victory over Finland’s Lejonat team (in
English, the Lions) and nothing hurts as much as a defeat to them — a team
of those foreign, different-but-at-the same-time-also-their-own people
from Finland (see, for example, Weckstrom, 2016, p. 76). The country
in the east, at times a target of jokes and ridicule, still arouses sentiment
and a kind of admiration among the Swedes, even if it is difficult for them
to admit it openly. Indeed, Finland remains an exceptionally important
partner and ally of Sweden, especially in the increasingly complicated
realities of the contemporary world (Alander, 2024, pp. 58-65).
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