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Abstract

This article analyses Swedish foreign policy from the early 1800s 
to the present day. A recurring theme centres on discussions about 
non-belligerence and neutrality, which have by no means been undisputed 
ideals. Additionally, the article explores the signifi cant infl uence of 
Sweden’s historical experience, particularly the Swedish Great Power Era 
of the 17th and early 18th centuries, on shaping the country’s foreign policy. 
During the 20th century, references to old times have increasingly been 
replaced by shorter historical perspectives. In the post-war period, it can 
be argued with justifi cation that it was often hopes for a brighter future 
that governed the active foreign policy that combined neutrality and a far-
reaching desire not to offend either side in the Baltic Sea region during the 
Cold War, while Swedish interference in the politics of foreign states was 
far-reaching when the geographical distance was great. The importance of 
non-alignment and neutrality was reinforced during the two World Wars, 
but these long-cherished ideals have been abandoned, partly because of the 
altered security policy landscape following the Russian attack on Ukraine 
in 2022.
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Introduction

In the Baltic Sea region, a longstanding dilemma in foreign and security 
policy for centuries has been how to deal with the neighbour to the East. 
In other words, what can be done to balance the infl uence from what was 
fi rst Tsarist Russia, then the Soviet Union and, following its fall in the 
early 1990s, once again Russia? For a long time, this balancing act was 
maintained by states in the region, with Sweden playing a key role from the 
early 17th to the early 18th century, followed by Great Britain and Germany 
in the 19th and the fi rst half of the 20th century. Conditions changed when 
the Second World War transitioned into the Cold War, primarily because 
of what was recently described as “the transatlantic transition”, meaning 
that the United States had become an active part of the Baltic Sea region 
which, among other things, resulted in the establishment of NATO in 
1949 (Wieslander, 2024, p. 23).

From a Swedish perspective, no issue has been as signifi cant as the 
relationship with Finland – the nation that, from the Middle Ages until 
1809, was an integral part of Sweden – and the looming presence of Russia, 
and later the Soviet Union. From a modern-day perspective, this remains 
just as true, and one could argue that it has become even more apparent 
in the last decade. The once widely held belief in an updated version of 
Montesquieu’s conclusion – that trade leads to peace, and wars would 
no longer be fought over territories – was proven to be little more than 
a hopeful ideal after Russia’s annexation of Crimea in February 2014, and 
by Russia’s large-scale military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

The shock to the system was by no means only felt in Sweden, but the 
consequences were larger and more profound there than in many other 
Western states. Indeed, several academics with an in-depth knowledge of 
Russia have long pointed to the fact that the end of the Cold War would 
not necessarily mean a radical change in Russian foreign policy. A few 
years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Russia was described as being a part 
of Europe, albeit distinct from the rest. This distinction arose partly 
because, over time, Russia’s attempts to rapproché itself with Europe had 
given way to a growing tendency to perceive Europe as an “other” in 
contrast to the Russian self (Neuman, 1996, pp. 194–210).

Looking both backwards and forwards, the Swedish historian 
Klas-Göran Karlsson agreed in 1995 with the latter approach when he 
emphasised that colonialism and imperialism have been recurrent themes 
in Russian and Soviet history. As a result, he argued, it would be unwise to 
rule out the possibility of Russian expansionism in the future (Karlsson, 
1995, pp. 89–113). Vladimir Putin’s unabashed claims to restore Soviet 
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“greatness”, often supplemented with both racist and imperialistic 
rhetoric, indicates that this prediction has come true (Mitrokhin, 2024, 
pp. 155–180).

Assuredly, the governments in Finland and Sweden, due to Russia’s 
2014 annexation of Crimea, took various measures and steps to adjust their 
foreign policy, not least by approaching NATO in order to become the 
organisation’s “closest partners”, yet not full members (Wieslander, 2019, 
pp. 194–222). However, the wake-up call had been sounding for a long 
time and led, when fi nally acknowledged, to far-reaching consequences in 
Sweden. In a somewhat provocative observation, historian of ideas Svante 
Nordin noted that “happy people don’t have any history”. This is, he 
claims, the case for Sweden. A prolonged period of peace has, in general, 
contributed to the development of several admirable values among 
Swedes, including being good-natured, righteous and compassionate, and 
accompanied by a cultural tendency to avoid seeking revenge and not 
being inclined to harbor feelings of hatred. The other side of the coin 
is a tendency among Swedes to view historically rooted confl icts with 
a degree of incomprehension, favouring instead a self-image as moral 
exemplars dedicated to advancing future-oriented initiatives – an outlook 
that, for decades, underpinned the development of a prosperous welfare 
state (Nordin, 2019, p. 313).

Furthermore, the principle of non-belligerence and neutrality stood 
fi rm for a long-time, not least among the Social Democrats who, as late as 
2022, declared that such ideals should continue to guide Swedish foreign 
policy. However, such a position refl ects a reading of history a posteriori. 
Instead of viewing the state’s development as a 200-year balancing act 
marked by, at times, uncertain outcomes, peace and neutrality appear as 
the product of conscious choices and the consistent exercise of Swedish 
agency. Consequently, neutrality has been framed not merely – or even 
primarily – as a legal concept under international law, but as a broader 
mentality, “a state of mind” (Johansson, 1997, p. 170).

Non-alignment and the avoidance of military alliances had long served 
as guiding principles for many Swedes – particularly those on the political 
left – up to the time of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. 
However, what initially appeared as a short-term political debate rapidly 
evolved into a broad consensus in favour of applying for full NATO 
membership. This historic shift culminated in Sweden’s formal accession 
to the Alliance on March 7th, 2024, and has profoundly challenged 
the beloved image of Sweden as a neutral, non-aligned observer. Most 
Swedish commentators have described this move as the most signifi cant 
transformation in the country’s foreign policy in modern times. Yet, it 
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remains open to debate whether the principles of non-belligerence and 
neutrality have been as self-evident, enduring, and uncontested throughout 
modern Swedish history as is often claimed in public discourse. The many 
twist-and-turns of Swedish foreign policy during the last two centuries – 
at times with references to the past, at other times neglecting historical 
legacies, are the subject of this chapter.

Phantom Pains: The Legacy of the Great-Power Era

By 1721, it had become evident that Sweden had not only lost the 
Great Northern War, which had been ongoing since 1700, but also lost its 
status as a major European power – a position it had held since the early 
17th century. For a hard-pressed population, peace was a blessing, but for 
those politicians who dreamt about past glory days while simultaneously 
desiring revenge, Russia remained the archenemy. Swedish hopes of 
military successes were essentially dashed, especially in the ill-fated wars 
of 1741–1743 and 1788–1790. The victory at the Battle of Svensksund in 
1790, one of few Swedish military successes, saved Sweden from further 
losses of land to Russia.

However, the subsequent Russo-Swedish war 1808–1809, resulted in 
heavy Swedish losses, both in manpower and territory. The defeat was 
preceded by an overly ambitious foreign policy. While Russia, Prussia, 
and Austria had concluded peace treaties with Napoleon’s France, Great 
Britain and Sweden had remained outside such arrangements. The 
conditions were, however, radically different for the latter two nations. 
In practice, the French would have only been able to bring the British 
to their knees through an invasion, which would have required them to 
defeat the mighty British fl eet which had held naval supremacy after the 
victory at Trafalgar in 1805. Sweden’s King Gustav IV Adolf ’s personal 
dislike of the French emperor, combined with a poorly equipped and 
trained army and navy, put the country in a strategically vulnerable 
position. The situation worsened considerably after the 1807 Treaty of 
Tilsit, where Russian Emperor Alexander I – likely with Napoleon’s tacit 
approval – secured political cover to launch an attack on Sweden.

Although we do not know the exact content of those Franco-Russian 
deliberations in 1807, two key points are clear. Firstly, hostilities 
between France and Sweden had been ongoing, particularly in northern 
Germany where Swedish forces engaged French troops. Until the Treaty 
of Tilsit, Sweden had benefi ted from its alliance with Prussia; however, 
following the agreement, France and Prussia ceased hostilities, leaving 
Sweden diplomatically isolated. Furthermore, France supported Russia 
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by sending 20,000 troops to Denmark under the command of Jean-
Baptiste Bernadotte, who would later become King Charles XIV John of 
Sweden. These forces, along with troops stationed in Norway, positioned 
themselves to threaten Sweden from the west, effectively contributing 
to the country’s strategic encirclement. In April 1808, minor clashes 
broke out along the Norwegian-Swedish border, but the confl ict quickly 
settled into a stalemate, with both sides maintaining defensive positions. 
Secondly, Russia was prepared for war and found a concrete pretext when 
Sweden, in 1807, refused to join the French-aligned powers enforcing 
the Continental System – a trade blockade against Britain. In addition to 
King Gustav IV Adolf ’s personal aversion to Napoleon, Sweden’s decision 
was rooted in a principle that also infl uenced Danish foreign policy at 
the time: the defence of free trade, regardless of whether Europe was at 
war or peace. The fact that Nordic diplomats fought for it to become an 
international principle was also due to the long-standing profi tability of 
this approach for the Nordic powers. For instance, Sweden did not attempt 
to shut the British out of the Baltic Sea. On the Russian side, there were 
fears of a British attack on St. Petersburg, which was vulnerable to such 
an operation. If Russia controlled the waters of the Gulf of Finland, that 
threat would be eliminated (Jern, 1993, pp. 425–428; Hårdstedt, 2010, pp. 
162–171, 179–183, 189–190; Nordstrom, 2023, pp. 172–173).

At the end of 1807 and the beginning of 1808, the Swedish leadership 
ignored several warnings of an impending Russian attack. When it fi nally 
began, with the Russian army crossing the border into Finland on February 
21st, 1808, the weather favoured the attackers. They were not dependent 
on bridges over the border river Kymmene, as the cold weather had caused 
the ice to hold fi rm, allowing troop movements. Despite roughly equal 
force sizes, the Swedish troops struggled to fi ght off the aggressors. The 
loss of the two fortresses, Svartholm and Sveaborg, in the spring of 1808 
further worsened the Swedish army’s position. There were glimmers of 
Swedish success in battles that took place during the spring and summer, 
but the setbacks were more frequent and had more serious consequences 
than the occasional diffi culties experienced by the Russians. When the 
war resumed in March 1809, after a pause during the harsh winter, it was 
fought mainly on Swedish territory. By late summer of that year, both 
sides were ready to make peace. Finland, which had previously been 
occupied by Russia during parts of the Great Northern War and the war of 
1741–1743, offi cially changed hands through the peace agreement – from 
being a part of the Swedish kingdom to becoming, at least on paper, the 
autonomous Grand Duchy (also called the Grand Principality) of Finland 
within the Russian Empire (Hårdstedt, 2006).
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Even while the war was still ongoing, drastic changes were taking place 
in Sweden. As a result of military setbacks, Gustav IV Adolf ’s stubborn 
refusal to initiate peace negotiations with Russia, and long-standing 
dissatisfaction with the royal autocracy imposed by his father, Gustav III, 
the king was overthrown in a coup d’état in March 1809 and offi cially 
deposed a few months later. On June 6th of the same year, a new form of 
government was introduced, under which the Riksdagen (the parliament) 
and Rådet (the government) were given increased infl uence (Edling, 
2009, p. 107). What was also needed was a new regent. The older and 
ailing brother of Gustav III, Karl XIII, became the new king. Soon, the 
previously mentioned Jean Baptiste Bernadotte effectively took over the 
governance of Sweden. Although he did not formally become king until 
1818, he exerted signifi cant infl uence from the time he was appointed 
Crown Prince of Sweden in 1810.

With the former French fi eld marshal at the helm, a new direction in 
Swedish foreign policy began. As in previous defeats, indignation and 
a desire for revenge were expressed in 1809, but such sentiments struggled 
to gain traction. The Crown Prince was aware that the hostilities between 
Sweden and Russia had deep roots, and that infl uential Swedes hoped he 
would work to reconquer Finland. He clearly dismissed such a project as 
“a folly, to which I shall not lend a hand” (Barton, 1925, p. 17).

Neighbourliness and Neighbourly Quarrels

It is still debated whether the foundation for a peaceful and neutral 
Sweden had already been laid before Crown Prince Bernadotte’s arrival, or 
whether it was his actions that initiated such a development (Warg, 2016, 
pp. 62–92). Regardless of which interpretation one chooses, Bernadotte 
turned his gaze westward – toward Norway, which had been in union 
with Denmark since the late 14th century. The fact that he had favourable 
conditions for bringing Norway closer to Sweden was part of the larger 
great-power political game. The victorious powers wanted to “reward” 
Sweden for resisting Napoleon and for being part of the coalition that 
ultimately defeated France. In other words, it was considered desirable 
to compensate Sweden for the loss of Finland in 1809, and such an 
opportunity presented itself when Denmark – having fought on the 
French side – faced the threat of Jutland being occupied. Under pressure, 
King Frederick VI of Denmark agreed to cede Norway to Sweden. The 
transition was formalised in the Treaty of Kiel on 14th January 1814. The 
Norwegians, however, opposed the treaty. They elected a king and adopted 
a new constitution on May 17th. Swedish troops entered Norway at the end 
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of July. After a short campaign, during which the Norwegian army was 
outnumbered, negotiations began. The Swedish representatives promised 
to respect the new constitution in exchange for Norway’s acceptance 
of the Treaty of Kiel. As a result of the peace agreement, the kingdoms of 
Sweden and Norway entered a personal union under one (Swedish) king 
(Hårdstedt, 2010, pp. 354–372; Wahlbäck, 2023, pp. 13–28).

In retrospect, the battles in Norway have not received much attention 
in themselves, but they are important as the last time Sweden was at war. 
There has been a strong tendency to view the fi ghting of August 14th, 
1814, as the beginning of the end. After that, the path was clear for an 
uninterrupted period of Swedish peace and neutrality, an exception that 
has no equivalent in the world. It is undeniably diffi cult to dispute that 
the election of Charles XIV John was signifi cant for Sweden’s peaceful 
status. Domestically, he represented conservative rule, which included 
censorship, but his policies also led to the economic recovery of a weakened 
nation. His critics argued that he was conservative in foreign relations 
as well. They contended that a fi rmer stance was needed toward Sweden’s 
eastern neighbour. Such views were increasingly voiced during the 1830s, 
but the king’s response remained consistent: maintaining good relations 
with Russia’s rulers was of paramount importance. In the long run, this 
approach gained traction. Dreams, infl uenced by the memory of the glory 
of the great power era, of reclaiming the lost third of the kingdom through 
a reconquest of Finland, were gradually replaced by a new security policy in 
relation to Finland and the powerful Russia (Wahlbäck, 2023, pp. 44–53).

Oscar I, like his father, initially adopted a cautious approach in 
relations with Russia. As of the 1830s, Scandinavianism fl ourished, 
primarily driven by hopes for closer ties between Denmark, Norway, and 
Sweden. When Denmark entered into confl ict in 1848 with the German 
Confederation over the duchies of Schleswig, Holstein, and Lauenburg 
(the First Schleswig War, 1848–1850), the Swedish king provided military 
support to the neighbouring country only after confi rming that Russia also 
supported Denmark. This time, the Danes were ultimately victorious.

On the other hand, the Swedish king’s stance was markedly different 
during the Crimean War of 1853–1856. He was prepared to join a great 
power coalition, hoping that a Russian defeat might pave the way for 
Finland to once again become part of Sweden. This policy was not 
primarily a refl ection of Scandinavianism but rather an expression of 
revanchism on the part of the king and his close advisors. However, the 
plan met with public opposition, including from high-ranking military 
offi cials who were reluctant to engage in war after 40 years of peace while 
considering a neglected and underprepared army. In the end, the Crimean 
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War concluded before the Swedish king and other senior decision-makers 
were forced to make a concrete choice about whether to enter the confl ict 
against Russia (Wahlbäck, 2023, pp. 44–53; Ottosen, 2024, pp. 37–56; 
Egorov, 2024, pp. 76–95).

Sweden was also on the verge of becoming a belligerent in the next 
Danish-German confl ict over Schleswig and Holstein in 1864, when the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire joined the German Confederation’s side. At 
a meeting in June 1863, the Swedish king, Charles XV, had promised his 
Danish counterpart, Frederick VII, military support – albeit with some 
reservations. Several Swedish ministers were informed of the agreement. 
Although they did not necessarily endorse the decision, they accepted the 
king’s policy for the time being.

While British and Russian diplomats worked in vain to persuade the 
Danish government to agree to a compromise to avoid war, the French 
Emperor, Napoleon III, encouraged Charles XV to take an active role 
in the impending confl ict, which he believed could pave the way for 
a Scandinavian union. The Swedish king continued to advocate for 
Swedish-Norwegian involvement, but he encountered increasingly strong 
opposition from politicians and military leaders at home. Some critics 
objected that the king was promoting a policy that was fundamentally 
Swedish nationalist and supportive of the Bernadotte dynasty but cloaked 
in Scandinavianist rhetoric. In the end, the domestic resistance proved too 
strong, preventing Charles XV from fulfi lling the promise he had made to 
the now-deceased Danish king (Mårald, 1974, pp. 22–40; Glenthøj, 2024, 
pp. 57–75). As in the war of 1848–1850, Swedish volunteers participated 
in the fi ghting on the Danish side, but their involvement had no impact 
on the outcome of the confl ict (Ericsson Wolke, 2022). The crushing 
defeat suffered by Denmark in the Second Schleswig War of 1864 also 
dealt a heavy blow to Scandinavianism as a political ideal.

The loss of a large portion of Denmark’s territory – particularly its 
most modernised regions – not only impacted the country’s domestic 
and foreign policy but also had a profound cultural effect. Much like 
in Sweden after 1809, military setbacks shaped the national psyche and 
began to infl uence cultural expression. In literature, art, theatre, and 
later, in 20th- and 21st-century fi lms and television, the transition from 
great power to small-state status was addressed in varying ways in both 
Denmark and Sweden. Among the early common responses were calls for 
national awakening and renewal – sometimes articulated in revanchist 
terms, and at other times in the belief that the new, more modest foreign 
and security policy conditions were preferable (Wendel-Hansen, 2023, 
pp. 58–383; Zander, 2002, pp. 84–92).
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The Danish defeat in 1864, as noted, dealt a severe blow to political 
Scandinavianism. However, during the fi rst half of the 19th century, the 
long-standing hereditary enmity between Denmark and Sweden began to 
subside. For Sweden, it became clear that Russia was the new archenemy, 
while for Denmark, the primary threat was Germany. The evolving 
relationship between the neighbouring countries came to be defi ned by 
a different form of Scandinavianism – one that no longer aimed at forming 
a common state. Among other outcomes, this shift led to a series of 
compromises between Denmark and Sweden in the decades that followed. 
Moreover, after the unifi cation of Germany in 1871, a distinct trend 
emerged in Sweden: in culture and science, more and more infl uential 
Swedes drew inspiration from developments in Germany rather than in 
France, and this shift also came to shape Swedish foreign policy. It is 
against this background that Swedish efforts to facilitate a resolution to 
the ongoing tensions between Denmark and Germany in the fi nal decades 
of the 19th century should be understood (Lindberg, 1958, pp. 40–53).

Although relations with Denmark were mostly stable, relations with 
Norway steadily deteriorated during the fi nal decades of the 19th century, 
leading to tensions within the union that attracted the attention of the 
great powers. It became increasingly clear that Norway and Sweden had 
divergent interests – for example, during the diplomatic discussions 
surrounding the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878. There was a real 
possibility that the confl ict could escalate into a broader European war, 
potentially extending into the Baltic Sea, with Russia and Great Britain 
as the principal belligerents. According to the Swedish-Norwegian 
neutrality rules adopted in 1853, most ports were open to warships from 
warring nations – an arrangement that would have favoured the British in 
the event of hostilities. Both Norway and Sweden had strong incentives to 
maintain good relations with the Russian Empire. However, Norway also 
sought to preserve its long-standing commercial ties with Great Britain, 
while the Swedish government, distrusting London, increasingly aligned 
itself with the authorities in Berlin. This growing rapprochement with 
Germany was viewed with suspicion in Norway. Ultimately, the threat of 
war in the Baltic Sea was defused at the Berlin Congress in 1878, and the 
Norwegian-Swedish antagonism did not reach a breaking point at that 
time (Lindberg, 1958, pp. 49–57).

Towards the end of the 19th century, Norway steadily strengthened its 
position within the union, introducing key reforms such as the appointment 
of a Norwegian prime minister, the establishment of parliamentarism, 
and the adoption of a distinct national fl ag. By the early 1890s, it had 
become increasingly clear that Norway and Sweden were drifting apart – 
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a process that carried the risk of armed confl ict and possible intervention 
by the great powers (Lindberg, 1958, pp. 91–108). In the early 1900s, 
Norwegian and Swedish historians travelled across the region to promote 
their respective national perspectives, especially in relation to disputes 
over trade policy. As protectionism became more entrenched in Sweden 
towards the end of the 19th century, tensions between the two nations 
deepened. For Norwegians – particularly liberals – the borders of the 
union came to be seen as an obstacle to national self-determination and 
a more open, liberal economic policy (Stråth, 2005, pp. 13–45).

In the end, it was the power of the pen rather than the sword that 
prevailed. In a 1905 referendum on whether Norway should remain 
in union with Sweden, an overwhelming 95% of Norwegians voted in 
favour of secession. The crisis was intensifi ed by rearmament and troop 
movements on both sides of the border, but war was ultimately averted 
through successful negotiations that led to the peaceful dissolution of 
the union. In retrospect, the 1905 dissolution has often been described as 
a remarkably amicable separation – an exception to the often violent or 
contentious nature of most secessions, both past and present. Many of the 
factors commonly associated with problematic separations were largely 
absent: there were virtually no serious border disputes or ethnic minority 
issues to resolve. Swedish fears of ongoing great power involvement also 
proved unfounded, particularly as the major powers – Russia in particular 
– were preoccupied with more pressing concerns at the time. Thanks to 
a broad political consensus, Sweden did not, unlike interwar Germany, 
develop a “stab-in-the-back” myth following the union’s dissolution 
(Björk, 2000, pp. 30–31; Nilsson, 2005, p. 18; Åselius, 2005, pp. 59–79).

Russophobia, Admiration of Germany 
and Hopes for Neutrality

The fact that Sweden and Norway went their separate ways without 
bloodshed – and that the separation did not result in major contradictions 
in either Norwegian or Swedish politics or historiography – does 
not mean that the road to, or from, the dissolution of the union was 
without diffi culties. At the turn of the century, Sweden was not without 
its warmongers, many of whom repeatedly clashed with advocates 
of a negotiated solution. These debates were largely drawn between 
conservative, nostalgically inclined men who emphasised “Sweden’s 
honor” on one side, and, on the other, liberal and socialist women who 
preferred to fi ght for peace and suffrage rather than for the preservation 
of the union (Hammar, 2004, pp. 11–117; Zander, 2019, pp. 237–259). The 
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Swedish peace movement, founded prior to the Crimean War and partly 
in opposition to the ideals of Scandinavianism, gradually gained broader 
support – especially in connection with the dissolution of the union. Many 
of its leading fi gures promoted an explicitly anti-heroic view of history, 
positioning themselves against the glorifi cation of Sweden’s warrior 
kings from the Great Power Era, with Gustavus Adolphus and Charles 
XII serving as prime examples. Closely linked to the peace movement 
were arguments in favour of adopting a Swedish doctrine of neutrality. 
However, this stance was far from universally accepted in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries (Mårald, 1974, pp. 155–252).

Beginning in the early 1880s, debates over Swedish foreign policy were 
increasingly shaped by two major concerns; the future of the Swedish-
Norwegian union and a growing sense of Russophobia. King Oscar II and 
his advisors, for instance, feared that the newly constructed railway line 
connecting Luleå on Sweden’s east coast to Norway in the west would 
attract the strategic interest of Russian authorities in St. Petersburg. 
Another prominent concern was the possibility of a Russian intervention in 
northern Norway, should the neighbouring country achieve independence 
(Lindberg, 1958, pp. 109–124). In general, the perceived Russian threat to 
Sweden was believed to be concentrated in Norrland. In domestic political 
discourse, the northernmost part of the country was sometimes portrayed 
as the future. In other words, America – the land of opportunity to which 
many Swedes had emigrated – was imagined to lie within Sweden’s own 
borders. Norrland was associated with high hopes for abundant natural 
resources, more effi cient agriculture, and extensive industrialisation. 
While the idea of a tangible Russian threat was fi rmly established among 
Sweden’s political and military elite, fears of Russian aggression were also 
widespread among the broader population. In the public sphere, there were 
recurring concerns about alleged Russian espionage activities in northern 
Sweden, often carried out under the guise of being itinerant travellers. 
The culmination of this pre-war Russophobia was the publication of the 
world-famous explorer Sven Hedin’s pamphlet Ett varningsord (A Word 
of Warning), which was widely distributed in the years leading up to the 
outbreak of the First World War (Åselius, 1994, pp. 93–247, 275–406).

As the perception of the Russian threat became more entrenched in 
Sweden, political polarisation intensifi ed between those who warned of an 
impending major war and those who welcomed it (Ahlund, 2007, pp. 27–89). 
Increasingly, writers, politicians, and diplomats in the latter camp spoke 
of Russia in negative terms while expressing admiration for Germany. 
Clear ideological divisions also emerged between Social Democrats and 
Liberals on one side, and conservatives on the other – particularly in 
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their views on military rearmament. This debate was closely tied to King 
Gustav V’s repeated efforts to assert the continued political relevance of 
the monarchy, most notably during the Courtyard Crisis of February 1914, 
even when doing so ran counter to established parliamentary principles. 
Especially among the king’s conservative and nationalistic supporters, 
the prevailing perception was that Sweden was involved in an ongoing 
confl ict characterised by profound contradictions: 

“On a deep level, the defensive war of civilization was (…) imagined 
as a clash of races: of Teuton and Slav, of Teuton and Latin/Celtic, of 
European (white) and non-European (yellow/black), and fi nally of the 
European elite and the racially inferior lower classes” (Sturfelt, 2012, 
p. 199).

Furthermore, the antagonism between Western Europeans and Slavs 
was often interpreted through a historical lens. Among Swedish public 
fi gures aligned with the so-called “ideas of 1914” – which supported 
Swedish participation in the war on Germany’s side – the First World 
War was portrayed as a continuation of earlier confl icts, such as the Great 
Northern War (1700–1721) and the Russo-Swedish War of 1808–1809. 
The message was clear: as in the past, the threat came from the east. In 
this context, historical and fi ctional Swedish heroes – especially Charles 
XII and fi gures from the war in which Finland was lost – were revived 
in public discourse, reenactments, and contemporary military literature. 
However, the romanticisation of past military glory grew harder to 
sustain as the brutal realities of modern warfare reached even the neutral 
Scandinavian countries. In contrast to these nationalist narratives, peace-
oriented efforts gained momentum. Notably, the December 1914 meeting 
between the Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish monarchs symbolised 
a shared commitment to neutrality. Support for Swedish non-belligerency 
– which in the early stages of the war had been framed in feminine terms 
– grew increasingly widespread. This sentiment was further reinforced by 
public outrage following the revelation in January 1917 that pro-German 
Swedish diplomats had facilitated contact between German Foreign 
Minister Arthur Zimmermann and the Mexican government. The aim 
was to encourage Mexico, with German fi nancial backing, to declare 
war on the United States. Such breaches of neutrality – of which there 
were other instances – provoked mounting criticism and concern over 
Sweden’s international credibility (Gihl, 1951, pp. 93–119; Zander, 2001, 
pp. 137–144; Sturfelt, 2011, pp. 105–120; Ringsby, 2012, pp. 129–155; 
Åselius, 2012, pp. 247–266).
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From One End of a War to Another

If not earlier, the First World War fi rmly consolidated the idea of Swedish 
neutrality. Although Sweden faced signifi cant challenges during the war 
– most notably severe food shortages – it became evident even before the 
cannons fell silent in November 1918 that the country had fared better 
than many other neutral states. For instance, Sweden, akin to Denmark, 
was able to initiate relief efforts for children, primarily in Germany and 
Austria, while the war was still ongoing. These efforts, which continued 
until 1924, contributed to the Scandinavian neighbouring states being 
regarded – both by others and by themselves – as “great powers in the 
love of humanity” (Janfelt, 1998, p. 193). For Sweden, the role of neutral 
observer was especially signifi cant. Precisely because the country had 
been spared the horrors of war through its neutrality, a sense of moral 
obligation emerged to assist those less fortunate.

It was not only the relief work that refl ected a sense of gratitude for 
neutrality; there was also a broader recognition that this policy had spared 
the country from being drawn into the global confl ict. Overall, the doctrine 
of neutrality became fi rmly entrenched as a cornerstone of Swedish foreign 
policy (Koblik, 1972, p. 220). From the interwar period through the end 
of the Cold War, neutrality increasingly became part of a Swedish national 
identity rooted in democracy, modernity, and welfare (Malmborg, 2001, pp. 
84, 127, 132, 146–148). The transition from backward-looking nationalism 
to a forward-looking neutrality policy was gradual rather than immediate. 
This was especially evident in the case of the Åland Islands dispute. Toward 
the end of the First World War, both the island’s population and Swedish 
nationalists began to hope that Åland – part of Sweden until 1809 – might 
once again be returned to Swedish control.

However, representatives of the White Guards – who defeated the 
socialists in the Finnish Civil War of 1918 – refused to allow Åland 
to become part of Sweden. The issue remained contentious, even as 
the Swedish government gradually showed decreasing enthusiasm 
for annexation. In 1921, following a successful mediation effort by 
the League of Nations, it was decided that Åland would remain under 
Finnish sovereignty but with extensive political and cultural autonomy. 
After this resolution, Åland’s status ceased to be a point of friction in 
Finnish-Swedish relations. Indeed, it was to the contrary; in 1938, the 
two countries engaged in secret negotiations concerning joint defensive 
measures in the event of a Soviet attack on the islands (Gihl, 1951, pp. 
339–345, 352–357, 367–385, 405–434; Tuchtenhagen, 2022, pp. 116–122; 
Wahlbäck, 2023, pp. 98–109).
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In 1920, Sweden’s potential membership in the League of Nations 
sparked intense debate. Opposition came primarily from the political 
left, which viewed the newly formed Soviet Russia – excluded from 
the League – with sympathy, and from conservatives, who remained 
favourable toward the defeated Germany. Conservatives also invoked 
historical symbolism, using Charles XII to contrast Sweden’s martial 
legacy with the ideals promoted by the League. A more structural concern 
was the incompatibility between Sweden’s policy of strict neutrality and 
the League’s foundational principle of collective security.

Despite numerous counterarguments, the debate concluded with 
Sweden joining the League of Nations (Ottosson, 1986, pp. 31–65; 
Norman, 1996, pp. 201–224). Hopes that the new organisation would 
help prevent future wars also contributed to the disbandment of many 
military regiments during the 1920s. In retrospect, analysts have 
emphasised that this reform led to the phasing out of obsolete units and 
laid the groundwork for a strategic rethinking of military policy. Within 
the armed forces, however, few welcomed this development. Advocates 
of a strong defence responded with vocal protests, once again invoking 
Charles XII and his soldiers – alongside other awe-inspiring historical 
examples – to argue for the preservation of Sweden’s military traditions 
(Agrell, 2000, pp. 25–28; Zander, 2001, pp. 198–204; Wawrzeniuk, 2020, 
pp. 112–114).

Sweden’s disarmament policy during the interwar period was largely 
rooted in continued strong faith in the League of Nations. In line with 
its principles, many Swedish decision-makers embraced the idea of 
collective security and pursued a foreign policy guided by international 
law rather than power politics. Accordingly, Sweden condemned both the 
Italian invasion of Ethiopia (1935–1937) and Japanese aggression in East 
Asia beginning in the early 1930s. However, this principled stance did not 
prevent continued Swedish arms exports to countries engaged in armed 
confl ict, such as China (Ottosson, 1986, pp. 77–149, 188–225; Lottaz, 
Ottosson, 2021, pp. 29–90).

Although democracy was valued by broad segments of the Swedish 
population, the totalitarian regimes in the Soviet Union, Germany, and 
Italy did not provoke solely negative reactions in Swedish public debate. 
A lingering cultural sympathy toward Germany remained evident; 
even among those who distanced themselves from Adolf Hitler, many 
continued to admire German culture and values. From the late 1920s, 
the Social Democrats – who held power almost continuously from 1932 
to 1976 – developed the vision of the folkhemmet (“People’s Home”). 
Both Hitler and Swedish Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson promoted 
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the idea of a unifi ed people as the foundation of society. However, while 
the Nazi version was based on exclusion – dividing so-called “Aryan” 
Germans from others, especially Jews – Hansson’s vision emphasised 
equality and rooted itself in Sweden’s longstanding traditions of 
freedom and democracy. He argued that the achievements claimed by 
dictatorships such as Nazi Germany could instead be realised through 
democratic means, ideally under a Social Democratic government 
(Johansson, 2014, p. 128).

By the end of the 1930s, it was evident that the folkhemmet was closed to 
many seeking refuge. As in many other countries, Swedish immigration 
policy was shaped by demands for restrictiveness. After the outbreak 
of the Second World War, it became clear that Swedes felt a particular 
affi nity for their Nordic neighbours. The Soviet attack on Finland in 1939 
sparked widespread sympathy. This sentiment was intensifi ed by the 
timing of the Red Army’s assault on November 30th – coinciding with the 
anniversary of King Charles XII’s death, a day still widely commemorated 
in Sweden. Social Democratic Foreign Minister Rickard Sandler argued 
that Sweden should take Finland’s side in the confl ict, but his position 
failed to gain suffi cient support and led to his resignation. Once again, 
Sweden was unwilling to jeopardise its status as a non-belligerent and 
neutral state. However, the limits of neutrality were tested, as Sweden 
sent large quantities of war materiel to aid Finland (Wahlbäck, 1964, pp. 
171–396; Wahlbäck, 2023, pp. 122–174).

It was neither the fi rst nor the last time that the concept of neutrality 
evolved in meaning. The coalition government formed during the Second 
World War had as its main objective to keep Sweden out of the confl ict. In 
the early years of the war, there was a noticeable tendency to accommodate 
German demands and wishes, particularly while Hitler’s armies appeared 
invincible. However, following the German defeat at the Battle of 
Stalingrad in the winter of 1942–1943, Swedish sympathies gradually 
began shifting toward the Allied powers. In the fi nal months of the war, 
Sweden supported the American and British efforts to such an extent 
that its stance bordered on belligerence (Leifl and, 1995, pp. 121–142). 
Sweden’s international reputation was further enhanced by its growing 
openness to refugees – most notably the thousands of Danish Jews who 
fl ed to southern Sweden in the autumn of 1943, and others who arrived 
by boat across the Baltic Sea in the following years. Humanitarian efforts 
by Swedish diplomats, including Raoul Wallenberg’s rescue mission in 
Budapest (1944–1945), as well as the Swedish Red Cross’s operation to 
transport concentration camp prisoners to safety from the beginning of 
March to the beginning of May 1945, also strengthened Sweden’s standing 
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in both London and Washington (Åmark, 2011, pp. 463–639; Zander, 
2024, pp. 60–65, 131–134).

Sweden During the Cold War – And Beyond

Not least among the factors shaping postwar sentiment were the reports 
from the liberated concentration camps in the spring of 1945, which 
revealed the horrifi c consequences of Nazi Germany’s racial policies. 
These revelations led to a widespread rejection of Germany and its values. 
In their place, interest in the United States grew steadily. Attitudes 
toward the U.S., however, remained mixed. On one hand, America had, 
during the 19th and early 20th centuries, become a new homeland for many 
Swedes, and was also associated with great drive and innovation dating 
back to the late 1800s. On the other hand, the United States was often 
viewed as the home of soulless mass consumption. Nevertheless, it soon 
became clear that the pendulum had defi nitively begun to swing in favour 
of the U.S., as far-reaching Americanisation took hold from the 1950s 
onward – affecting everything from politics to popular culture (Alm, 2003, 
pp. 89–303; 2015, pp. 43–56).

The new global political landscape that emerged after Germany’s 
defeat – with the United States and the Soviet Union as the two dominant 
superpowers – had wide-ranging effects. As Social Democratic Foreign 
Minister, Östen Undén showed a strong willingness to accommodate 
Soviet demands, as exemplifi ed by the forced repatriation of Baltic, 
Soviet, and German soldiers from Swedish soil to the Soviet Union in 
1945–1946. At the same time, he demonstrated a reluctance to provoke 
Sweden’s powerful eastern neighbour. This caution was especially evident 
in the handling of the Raoul Wallenberg case. Initially presumed dead, it 
later became clear that Wallenberg had been arrested and imprisoned by 
Soviet security services, though he was likely already deceased by the time 
this information surfaced. Diplomatic confl icts between Sweden and the 
Soviet Union fl ared up sporadically in the postwar period – for example, 
in 1952, when Soviet forces shot down a Swedish DC-3 and then a Catalina 
fl ying boat sent to search for it, and in 1981, when a Soviet submarine ran 
aground deep within Swedish waters (Zander, 2024, pp. 102–209).

In the early post-war period, there was an unsuccessful attempt to 
establish a Nordic defense alliance. At the same time, Swedish diplomats 
– without political backing from Stockholm – explored the possibility 
of Sweden joining a U.S.-dominated military alliance. However, when it 
became clear that negotiations on any such alliance either failed or lacked 
political support in Stockholm, Moscow, and Washington, Sweden’s 
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commitment to neutrality was further solidifi ed (Molin, 1990, pp. 74–86; 
Molin, 1991, pp. 19–45; Makko, 2017, pp. 33–46; Bjereld, Johansson, 
Molin, 2022, pp. 60–136).

While debates over capitalism versus communism played out in 
newspaper columns, Swedish leaders remained keen to stress that the 
country stood outside the Cold War blocs. Nevertheless, it was clear that 
key politicians leaned toward the West, even as public criticism of the 
United States peaked during the Vietnam War – eventually prompting 
Washington to recall its ambassador. During this period of strained 
relations, Prime Minister Olof Palme repeatedly sought to reassure the 
White House that the sharp, often anti-American rhetoric from leading 
Swedish politicians, including himself, was not intended to sever ties 
between Stockholm and Washington. The Americans were likely reassured 
by the fact that Sweden’s secret relations and cooperation with NATO 
remained intact (Möller, 1992; Leifl and, 1997, pp. 153–155; Gribbe, 
Nilsson, 2005, pp. 51–62; Holmström, 2011). 

In the past, Sweden’s fame had been built on wars and conquests. As 
noted, many infl uential Swedes long revered the memory of the Great 
Power Era, but in the post-war decades, it became increasingly rare for 
warrior kings such as Charles XII to be held up as role models (Moerk, 
1998, pp. 453–469; Zander, 2001, pp. 340–343). Instead, Sweden emerged 
as a so-called “moral superpower”, whose main role was to promote human 
rights both domestically and internationally. Like its Nordic neighbours, 
Sweden sought to compensate for its small size and limited geopolitical 
infl uence by becoming a different kind of great power. With fi gures like 
Dag Hammarskjöld, UN Secretary-General from 1953 until his death 
during the Congo Crisis in 1961, Sweden became an active player on the 
international stage. The country’s credibility in both “«North–South» 
and «East–West» relations was based on their neutral and anti-colonialist 
image and established them as forerunners of international socialism” 
(Keren-Carmel, 2020, p. 44).

This shift in attitude was not limited to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
A broader leftward turn also shaped a generation of radicals and intellectuals 
who, through numerous travel reports, condemned the legacy of Western 
and colonial domination – rooted in racist ideologies – which they linked 
to ongoing poverty and social issues. These individuals championed anti-
colonialism, though their narratives sometimes revealed unexamined 
traces of Western superiority toward the people they encountered in 
Africa, Asia, and South America (Edman, 2017, pp. 47–209). Thus, while 
Sweden continued to act with great caution in the Baltic Sea region and 
elsewhere in Europe, its approach became far more assertive in distant 
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parts of the world. Foreign Minister Torsten Nilsson was convinced that 
if Swedish foreign policy could become as effective as its welfare model, 
the world would be a better place. This belief laid the foundation for what 
came to be known as Sweden’s active foreign policy, which reached its 
peak during Olof Palme’s fi rst term as prime minister from 1969 to 1976 
(Ekengren, 2005; Östberg, 2009, pp. 102–121, 126–139, 146–147; Makko, 
2012, pp. 68–97; Makko, 2017, pp. 47–146; Bjereld, Johansson, Molin, 
2022, pp. 224–275; Nygren, 2022).

The transformation of Swedish foreign policy also infl uenced the 
country’s stance on the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict. Initially, Swedish-
Israeli relations were particularly strong, underpinned by a shared 
left-wing political orientation. However, following the Six-Day War in 
1967 – and more decisively after the Yom Kippur War in 1973 – many 
Swedish Social Democrats began to realign their sympathies, increasingly 
viewing the confl ict through a David-versus-Goliath lens in which the 
Palestinians were the underdog. Conversely, the nonsocialist parties 
grew more explicitly pro-Israel, a stance that, if not already established, 
became more pronounced during this period. This political divide has 
largely persisted into the present day (Bjereld, 1989, pp. 134–191, 235–
246; Östberg, 2009, pp. 121–126; Owiredu, 2024, pp. 112–186, 246–298). 
A similar shift in perspective became evident in relation to other parts of 
the world. In 1959, Sweden distinguished itself as the only Western state 
in the United Nations General Assembly to vote in favour of Algerian 
self-determination (Demker, 1998, pp. 130–151). The winds of change 
were particularly strong in the case of Vietnam. When the fi nal French 
forces surrendered to the Vietnamese at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 
May 1954, representatives of the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
expressed sympathy for the defeated French. However, the tone changed 
markedly when the United States became the principal belligerent in 
the subsequent Indochina War (Brommesson, 2007, pp. 76–99; Åselius, 
2019, pp. 11–39). The evolving orientation of Swedish foreign policy was 
also refl ected in the preference for political engagement and large-scale 
development cooperation with countries governed by socialist regimes, 
such as Cuba and Tanzania. Liberation movements in southern Africa 
received support from Sweden that bordered on military assistance. In 
the name of ideological consistency, Sweden also clearly rejected right-
wing and authoritarian regimes, such as the military dictatorship that 
came to power in Chile in 1973 and the apartheid government in South 
Africa (Östberg, 2009, pp. 140–143; Berg, Lindstedt, Tydén, 2021).

With the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Berlin Wall, Sweden’s 
foreign policy focused once again shifted toward Europe. Although 
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the economic advantages of European integration had been evident to 
Swedish policymakers since the early 1960s, deeper rapprochement was 
long considered incompatible with the development of the welfare state 
and, above all, with the doctrine of neutrality. By the early 1990s, however, 
such objections had largely lost their relevance (Gustafsson, 1998, pp. 68–
96; Brommesson, 2010, pp. 224–244). This shift culminated in Sweden’s 
accession to what was by then the European Union (EU) in 1995. While 
neutrality remained a rarely contested pillar of foreign policy, the Social 
Democratic-dominated 20th century came under renewed scrutiny. 
Critics increasingly questioned both the extent of modernisation under 
Social Democratic leadership and the long-prevailing narratives about 
Sweden’s role during the Second World War, as upheld by politicians and 
historians alike.

Already in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, criticism 
from Denmark and Norway prompted the publication of a Swedish White 
Paper, which justifi ed wartime decisions based on small-state realism – the 
notion that a minor power like Sweden had little choice when repeatedly 
faced with far-reaching demands from the great powers. However, critics, 
particularly those aligned with an originally leftist explanatory model, 
argued that this perspective obscured a deeper reality. According to them, 
Swedish leaders had consistently demonstrated a willingness to bend 
the principle of neutrality when faced with pressure – fi rst from Berlin, 
and later from Washington (Zander, 2001, pp. 416–422; Östling, 2011, 
pp. 134–140; Zander, 2022, pp. 455–478). However, this criticism did not 
result in a complete break with traditional values. In conjunction with 
Sweden’s accession to the European Union, the country effectively joined 
the Second World War retrospectively – symbolically aligning itself with 
the victorious Allies. Around the turn of the millennium, Sweden was 
able to bolster its international reputation through a particularly effective 
public information campaign focused on Holocaust history, an initiative 
that ultimately aimed to combat contemporary antisemitism and racism 
(Karlsson, 2004, pp. 145–162).

In other respects, discussions of war largely faded from public discourse. 
Fuelled by optimism surrounding the so-called “end of history” – the 
belief in a future free from major confl icts – a development reminiscent 
of the disarmament efforts of the 1920s took shape. A symbolic milestone 
in this trajectory was the suspension of compulsory military service in 
2009 (Lindberg, 2019, pp. 65–162). Just over a decade later, however, the 
geopolitical landscape had changed dramatically. As one commentator 
observed, Sweden was compelled to go “back to the future” by revisiting 
strategic lessons from the Cold War era – chief among them the renewed 
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plausibility of armed confl ict in the Nordic region and the necessity of 
a more comprehensive total defense policy, including the strengthening 
of military capabilities (Lundqvist, 2021, pp. 519–539). Following the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the question of Swedish 
NATO membership resurfaced, prompted in large part by parallel 
discussions already underway in Finland. As on numerous previous 
occasions, the security policies of the two Nordic countries were closely 
interlinked. Yet many Swedish left-wing intellectuals responded by 
looking to the past. For them, Sweden’s most meaningful period of 
international infl uence had been during the Cold War, when the country 
combined an active global engagement with a steadfast commitment 
to neutrality. In the Social Democratic-led governments of the 2000s – 
whether governing alone or in coalition – longstanding foreign policy 
principles such as solidarity and the defense of human rights, rooted in 
the legacy of Olof Palme, were reintroduced at the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs. A signifi cant development during this period was the introduction 
of an explicitly feminist foreign policy (Edström, 2017, pp. 185–192; 
Aggestam, Bergman Rosamond, 2018, pp. 30–48; Karlsson Schaffer, 2020, 
pp. 40–60). At times, historical references became integral to Sweden’s 
foreign policy. For example, during the centenary celebrations of Raoul 
Wallenberg’s birth in 1912, direct connections were drawn between his 
heroic actions in Budapest during 1944–1945 and Sweden’s ongoing 
humanitarian initiatives around the world in the 21st century (Zander, 
2016, pp. 189–211; Zander, 2024, pp. 206–209).

Thus, a foreign policy rooted in Sweden’s independence and neutrality, 
free from the infl uence of other powers, remained the ideal for many Swedes 
when Russia launched its attack on Ukraine in February 2022. However, 
through skillful political and diplomatic maneuvering in Helsinki, 
Sweden’s long-standing position soon became untenable (Lundqvist, 2022, 
pp. 73–110). Undeniably, neutrality, as many of its defenders have often 
pointed out, has served the nation well. Yet, after more than 200 years, it 
had fulfi lled its purpose in Swedish foreign policy.

Conclusions

Swedes have participated as volunteers in many wars for the past 200 
years. However, mid-August 1814 was the last time that the Swedish army 
participated in an armed confl ict. The ensuing long peace is exceptional. 
In Swedish historiography, it has repeatedly been used as evidence that the 
nation’s rulers have pursued a long-term foreign policy with neutrality as 
the main guiding principle. In accordance with this reasoning, continuity 
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was only broken with Sweden�s entry into NATO in March 2024. The fact 
is that the development is not as unambiguous as the often put forward 
argument about more than 200 years of Swedish non-alignment suggests. 
Ever since the early 1800s, Sweden has joined alliances, although most of 
them have been short-lived.

A recurring argument for these alliances has been to work, or try to 
work, in solidarity with others, against those who have stood for aggression, 
conquest and military threats. During the 1800s, Sweden has on several 
occasions opted out of non-alignment, as well as neutrality, in favor of 
being a part of alliances. Until the First World War, an actual or proposed 
active or activist foreign policy was justifi ed by historical arguments. 
A recurring slogan was to win Finland – or at least Åland – back. In the 
end, however, it was those who advocated a policy that did not challenge 
Russia, and later the Soviet Union, who had the last word.

The question of whether Sweden should join the League of Nations 
was hotly debated in the spring of 1920. Those who were opposed made 
it clear that the organization’s principle of collective security was not 
compatible with continued Swedish neutrality, but they lost the fi ght. 
During the period 1920–1936, that is, as long as the belief in a system of 
solidarity was still valid, Sweden was one of several nations that described 
themselves as ex-neutral. In practice, it was an alliance that operated 
within the framework of the League of Nations.

Sweden’s foreign policy during the Second World War has been 
scrutinized above all in connection with its appeasement of Nazi Germany 
during the fi rst years of the war. Less attention has been paid to the far-
reaching cooperation with the Western powers in the second half of 1944 
and the spring of 1945.

After the end of the Second World War, there was, on the one hand, an 
awareness that the Swedish government had deviated from the policy of 
neutrality in 1939–1945. On the other hand, the view was confi rmed that 
it was neutrality that had saved the nation from suffering the devastation 
that characterized so many of the warring countries, both in the immediate 
area and far away. At the same time, Sweden pursued a very active foreign 
policy. It was as a moral superpower that Sweden asserted itself in Africa 
and Asia under decolonization.

The fl ashbacks to the great days of the past that were still noticeable 
in the fi rst half of the 20th century gave way to bright expectations for the 
future. The tendency to look ahead continued after the end of the Cold 
War. With Russia’s increasingly aggressive policy during the last decade, 
there are other tones that have prevailed. The confi dence that Sweden 
will forever be spared from war has slowly but surely given way to the 
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realization that it is a nation that, like all others, can be subject to armed 
confl ict.
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