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SWEDISH NEUTRALITY POLICY AND
ITS HISTORICAL BACKGROUND (1)

His Excellenc_y Mr. Karl Fredrik Almgqvist,
Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
of Sweden, Royal Swedish Embassy in Japan

I would like to begin my lecture on Swedish
neutrality policy and its historical background by
thanking Mr. Matsumoto for his kind offer to let
me speak on this subject at the International House
of Japan. I am all the more grateful as it gives
me a unique opportunity to address a distinguished
audience on a subject which, I suppose, is not very
well-known among the Japanese. Neutrality as a
foreign policy is nowadays discussed a great deal
within and among the political parties in Japan,
but from quite a different point of view than neu-
trality as it is conceived of in Sweden. Is Swedish
neutrality a theoretical, an ideological, or a juridi-
cal concept when put into practice? Or is it, on
the contrary, the expression of a practical, prag-
matic foreign policy applied by a small nation as a
means of staying aloof from the great power blocs
of the world ? Or, what is it? I would ask you to
follow me tonight in a short analysis of the
foreign policy of Sweden, a country which has
not belonged to any alliance of great European
powers since the Napoleonic wars and which in 1964
could celebrate 150 years of uninterrupted peace.

It goes without saying that the attitude which
any country adopts to the world is the result of an
endless number of factors combined in a way which
is peculiar to that country and her people—be it
Japan, be it Sweden, be it any other country. In
order to put Sweden’s foreign policy in the right
perspective, I think it would be useful to give
you briefly some of the historical background of
Sweden’s present situation.

Sweden emerged as an independent country
around 1000 A.D. it included all of today’s Swedish
territory, except some provinces in the south
which were under Danish sovereignty. Swedish
Kings fought against Novgorod in the east, and in
the 14th century Finland became a part of Sweden.

The 15th century was a time of great political
experiment in the North. Queen Margareta of
Denmark and Norway succeeded in becoming ruler
of Sweden. This was during a strong, intra-Nordic
reaction against the expansionistic efforts of the
Germans. An enormous kingdom emerged. It gave
‘undeniable evidence of a statesmanlike ability to
think in broad terms, Geography reasserts itself in
history. This is not the last time that a pressure
from Germany revived the Scandinavian idea. How-
ever, after several decades of strife, the Union

failed, never-theless. After bitter struggles between
Denmark and Sweden, the Union was dissolved.

Denmark kept sovereignty over the southern and
southwestern provinces of the Swedish peninsula,
including the shores of Kattegatt and Skagerack.
The Sound (Oresund)—the outlet from the Baltic
Sea to the Atlantic—was still in Danish hands.

The Baltic Sea was at that time dominated by the
German Hanseatic League with its center in Liibeck.

At the beginning of the 16th century Denmark
became a new threat to Sweden’s independence.
She made several attempts to reconquer Swedish
land and to break down the resistance of the
Swedish nobility and the people. Once more it
appeared that a great Northern Kingdom was
in formation, but this time by violence. These
attempts failed, however. In 1523 a definite end was
put to the Danish efforts towards a Nordic Union.
Sweden emerged definitely as a national state of
the type which had arisen on the continent during
the late Middle Ages. But she was a poor little
country, politicallyv overshadowed by Denmark and
economically still dominated to a great extent by
the Hanseatic League.

The 16th century can be considered in Swedish
history as a period of inner consideration but also
as the beginning of an expansion towards the out-
side world. The Swedish Realm, including Finland
extended her power to some parts of the Baltic
region south of Finland, waging war against Liibeck,
Poland, Russia, and Denmark. The Hanseatic
League lost its power during the 16th century. But!
Denmark especially, looked at the extension of
Swedish influence in the Baltic with increasing
anxiety, particularly in view of her ambition to
keep control over the Sound. It is interesting to
note that the two leading seapowers at that time,
England and the Netherlands, were eager to use
their diplomacy to make sure that neither Sweden
nor Denmark acquire a dominating influence in
the Baltic. England and the Netherlands had at
that time the vital interest of having free access
to the Baltic for imports of iron and copper as
well as timber, tar and hemp for their naval stores,
Thus, already from the 16th century you see
England apply the same policy of balance of
power in the Baltic region as she tried to apply to
the continent ever since Henry VIII.

The greater part of this article constitutes a lecture given at a Foreign Relations Dinner Address Meeting qf_the
International House of Japan on June 6,1967. under the chairmanship of Mr. Shigeharu Mastumoto. A few additions

have thereafter been made to the article.
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You know the general situation in Europe at the
beginning of the 17th century. Sweden was then
an entirely Protestant country, and it tried in the
1620s to unite the Protestant powers on the conti-
nent in a grand-alliance against the Catholic House
of Habsburg whose General Wallenstein had occupied
the southern shores of the Baltic. Sweden was
during the 30 Years’ War (1618—1648) Habsburg’s
main opponent. Through the peace treaty of
Westphalia in 1648 Sweden became a vast empire
around the Baltic. In 1658 Denmark was forced to
transfer to Sweden her provinces on the Swedish
peninsula and had to relinquish her control over
the Sound.

The Swedish Empire came to an end when at
the beginning of the 18th cenntury Russia under
Tsar Peter the Great became powerful enough to
stand up against Sweden. After several wars which
lasted 18 years (1700—1718) against various coa-
litions of Russia, Poland-Saxony, Denmark,
Hannover-England and Prussia, Sweden lost almost
all her possessions around the Baltic. In 1809, during
the Napoleonic wars, even Finland was lost to
Russia. Sweden became then entirely confined to
her natural frontiers as they are today.

From that time on, Sweden concentrated wholly
on her home problems which were considerable,
Reduced to a small state she had to apply a
foreign policy taking into consideration the balance
of power between the great European nations. The
Baltic had fallen under increasing Russian influence,
During the first half of the 19th century Sweden
attached importance to good relations with Russia
as well as with the Western Powers, It'might be said
that the conditions for Swedish neutrality were
born during this balancing between east and west.

The Crimean War that broke out in 1854 changed,
however, the direction of Sweden’s foreign policy.
Sweden made approaches to England and France,
hinting at a possible intervention of Sweden in the
war against Russia to be rewarded by the return
of Finland to the Swedish Crown. These initiatives
marked the beginning of a deterioration in Sweden’s
relations with Russia, a deterioration which for
more than sixty years came to influence Sweden’s
foreign policy in an unfortunate way.

You know how Bismarck’s German Empire with
its steadily increacing military and economic
strength caused a change in the whole balance of
power in Europe and also in the Baltic. The
small Scandinavian states felt the impact of German
power quit early. Denmark as well as Sweden
pursued policies of balance between the sea power
of Britain wanting free access to the Baltic, and the
landpower of Russia, whose innermost, yet never
realized dream was an enclosed Baltic.

This traditional situation was now changed by the
emergence of an immensery rowerful Germany. It
is easy to understand that for obvious geographical
rasons Denmark tried to establish close relations
with Berlin, It is more difficult to comprehend
why the Swedish King at that time soon began
to pursue policies of German orientation. The basic
reason was that the Swedish ruling circles felt the
need for powerful support against Russia, which
they suspected of far-reaching and threatening

designs on Scandinavia. It is not easy to ex-
plain why at the end of the 19th century and
the beginning of the 20th, Russia should have
seemed particularly threatening to Scandinavia.
But the fact remains that a significant part of
the Swedish people were con-vinced of an
overwhelming threat from Russia. This induced
the Swedish Crown at the time to . look for
support from the new German Empire. However,
very much owing to the growing influence from
the advisers of the King and from Parliament,
it was, fortunately enough, possible to keep
Sweden out of any alliance with Germany. Sweden
succeeded, as did Denmark and Norway, to
apply a strict neutrality during the First World
War. The underlying reasons for this success were
that the balance of power between the two belliger-
ent groups remained stable almost until the ulti-
mate collapse of Austria and Germany. It may,
perhaps, interest you to know that Sweden’s foreign
policy during the First World War was led by the
then Prime Minister Hjalmar Hammarskjold,
father of the late Secretary General of the United
Nations, Dag Hammarskjold.

At the end of the First World War, the Baltic
situation had changed entirely. Germany had
suffered a complete collapse. Imperial Russia had
disappeared for ever and that vast country was con-
vulsed by a revolution of unprecedented violence.
Along the Eastern shore of the Baltic there ap-
peared an independent Finland and three small
Baltic states, covering roughly the territories
which Sweden had once ceded to Peter the
Great. There was free access into the Baltic and
trade began to flourish across the North Sea.

On the world scene, hopes were running high in
the 1920‘s in spite of revolutions, unrest and social
strife. “The war to end all wars” had come to a
victorious end. Many, including the Swedes, put
their trust in the new League of Nations. A sub-
stantial reduction of the Swedish defence was
carried through in 1925. You know how the 1930’s
brought a rapid and catastrophic change after
Hitler’s access to power, Disappointment followed
disappointment, and when at last the experiment
of applying sanctions against Italy failed in 1936,
Sweden, together with Belgium, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Denmark, Finland,and Norway, de-
clared in Geneva that for the future they denounced
theobligation to participate in sanctions. They
returned to strict neutrality. In Sweden, this brought
about a neccessary but quite insuficiently strong
rearmament to safeguard her independence.

At the outbreak of the Second World War
twenty European states declared their neutrality.
Among them were all the four Nordic states. Of
these four only Sweden—situated in the centre of
Scandinavia— was not attacked and thus able to
pursue her policy of neutrality while the other
three were dragged into war. The fact that Swedish
neutrality was preserved during the war was
due partly to our own efforts, partly and I think
essentially because it never became a vital stra-
tegic necessity for the belligerent powers to involve
us.
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