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The Norwegian population is 5 million, compared with 5.5 million Danes, 9 million Swedes, 81 million Germans, 64 million British, and 315 million Americans. Nearly a quarter of the Norwegian population lives in Oslo, and nearly 100,000 live permanently abroad.
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Norway is a very long country, stretching from the top of Europe to the Arctic Circle. If you stuck a (very large) pin in Norway’s southern-most point and spun the country round, it would reach all the way to Italy.




Nationalism & Identity


Norwegians define themselves in simple terms: they are not Swedish. This simple definition comes from centuries of being dominated both politically and culturally by the Swedes, and millions of foreigners believing Norway to be the capital of Sweden (it’s not, just in case you are unsure).


“Norwegians define themselves in simple terms: they are not Swedish.”


To show the world that they are Norwegian and definitely not Swedish, every Norwegian, at any moment in time, will be wearing an item of clothing with a Norwegian flag on it.


How Norwegians see themselves


Once a Norwegian has established that he or she is not Swedish, their identity follows strict geographical rules. To the world, they are Europeans. To the Europeans, they are Scandinavians. To the Scandinavians, they are Norwegians. To other Norwegians, they are from the East or West coast. To anyone from the (East or West) coast, they are from a tiny island somewhere off that coast.


This island will usually have its own dialect, spoken by only the few thousand native islanders, its own football team and often its own single-person police force. Most Norwegians are very proud of their own little island, but they will still move away as soon as they are old enough.


There is a distinct split between the East and West coasts in Norway, emphasised by the very different dialects and by the distance between the two. It’s a nine-hour drive from Oslo in the East to the city of Bergen in the West. Taking in two mountain passes, the journey can last considerably longer when snow closes the road to anything but ‘column driving’, when cars have to wait at the foot of the mountain for a snow plough and then follow the plough across the mountain in a long column.


“People on the West coast claim that the city of Bergen is their capital – as opposed to the official capital of Oslo, in the East.”


People on the West coast claim that the city of Bergen is their capital – as opposed to the official capital of Oslo, in the East. There are even two ‘national’ newspapers, one published in Bergen and the other in Oslo. Both newspapers report national and international news, but largely ignore any events happening on the other side of the country.


“It does not matter if a Norwegian is from the East or West. Because, when he looks North, he is definitely from the South.”


People from the West think of Easterners as soft, self-obsessed and urban (which has negative connotations in nature-loving Norway), while people from the East refer to Westerners as insanely chatty, boastful and provincial. However, when he looks North, it does not matter if a Norwegian is from the East or West. Because, when he looks North, he is definitely from the South.


Northern Norway, which stretches up into the Arctic Circle, is a region in itself. People from the North are hardy, silent folk who spend half the year hunting, skiing and fishing in complete darkness. They think all Southerners, whether from the East or West coast, are soft suburban types. Southerners, for their part, are convinced all Northerners have been driven slightly crazy by the midnight sun.


The North includes around 70,000 Sami, the original indigenous people of Scandinavia. The Sami population stretches across the Arctic Circle, taking in Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. In the 1980s the Norwegian government passed laws that protected the Sami culture, language and way of life. Most Norwegians feel the Sami are essentially a separate nation living, for the most part, on Norwegian soil. The Sami tend to feel the same way.


When pushed, a Norwegian will describe himself as shy, hard-working and nature-loving. This is accurate, to an extent. A Norwegian is extremely shy, until he gets two drinks inside him, at which point he will talk to anyone he meets. He works extremely hard until the clock hits 4 pm, at which point he will switch off his computer and go home. And all Norwegians love nature, especially when trying to despatch it with a hunting rifle.


17 May


The Norwegians are proud of their land, with its stunning fjords and endless forests. They are proud of their government, national skiing team and education system. They are even proud of their high tax rate. They are, in short, proud to be Norwegian. But they do not like to shout about it, even though they sometimes can’t help themselves. The shouting happens most obviously on 17 May, Norwegian National Day.


“The Norwegians are proud to be Norwegian. But they do not like to shout about it, even though they sometimes can’t help themselves.”


On 17 May 1814 the founding fathers of modern Norway, the Eidsvollsmenn (literally, the Men of Eidsvoll) signed Norway’s constitution at the manor house in Eidsvoll. The constitution was considered to be one of the most democratically liberal in the world. However, at the time Norway was still under Swedish rule and the constitution was also seen as a declaration of independence. From that day onwards Norwegians have gathered on 17 May to express their nationalism, even though Sweden (peaceably) granted Norway its independence in 1905.


“For a few hours, once a year, the entire country is draped in the Norwegian colours of red, blue and white.”


17 May is the most important day in the Norwegian calendar. It’s a day of children’s parades, flag waving, eating and drinking. For a few hours, once a year, the entire country is draped in the Norwegian colours of red, blue and white. In small villages, along fjords and mountain valleys, children march waving flags and people greet each other by saying ‘Gratulerer med dagen’ (Congratulations for the day). In Oslo, the parade winds past the palace and the Royal Family stands for hours waving to the passing crowds. These celebrations even take place outside Norway. As long as there are more than two Norwegians, they will have a parade.


17 May is seriously hard work for parents. The day starts at 8 am with (simulated) canon fire to wake up any parents who have slept through the alarm. By this time most parents have already raised the national flag on the flagpole in the garden and decorated the balcony and porch with mini paper flags. They then dress the family in their Sunday best – either a bunad, the traditional, intricately-embroidered, national costume, or a suit with a ribbon in the colours of the national flag pinned to the lapel – and drive to a friend’s house for breakfast. As soon as breakfast is finished, it’s back in the car to deliver the children to school, and then a quick jog to ‘book’ a decent spot along the parade route. They then stand for three or four hours waving flags as every school class and brass band in the district passes by playing music and carrying banners, before they can finally relax with a pølse (sausage) and softis (soft ice-cream).


Despite the outward show of nationalism, 17 May is not a celebration of national power. There are no military displays or parades of tanks and troops, and there are no speeches celebrating victories over oppressors. 17 May is a celebration of unity, a show of pride in a nation where everyone works towards the same goals. It’s about a country of loners coming together to celebrate what they can achieve when they work together as a community – and Norwegians are as proud of 17 May as they are of their nation.


How Norwegians see others


Although they will never say it, all Norwegians feel slight pity for anyone from another country. The Norwegians believe all other countries are less beautiful and more heavily populated than their own, which means people living in these countries are not able to be alone in nature very often. For any Norwegian, this is a very sad state of affairs.


“Although they will never say it, all Norwegians feel slight pity for anyone from another country.”


“A lack of spacious countryside equals urbanity – and Norwegians are suspicious of any urban culture.”


To a Norwegian, a lack of spacious countryside equals urbanity – and the Norwegians are suspicious of any urban culture, especially foreign urban culture. It is, they think, a den of sinful behaviour where people sit around in cafés drinking coffee and achieving nothing, and, for Norwegians, achieving nothing is the biggest sin of all.


This misconception is reinforced by the fact that Norwegians holiday every summer in resorts packed to the brim with other Norwegians. These holidays are usually in Syden (‘the South’) which is the all-encompassing term for southern Europe that makes no attempt to distinguish between the different countries, cultures or languages. In fact, the only thing important about Syden is that it is South of Norway, and hot.


How Norwegians think others see them


Norwegians believe that no-one outside Scandinavia knows the difference between any of the Scandinavian countries. (They are usually right in this belief.) They are also convinced that every foreigner thinks that Norway is the capital of Sweden. (They are often right in this belief, too.)


Outwardly, the Norwegians do not seem to mind that the rest of the world thinks their country is a city in Sweden. ‘It’s a small country,’ they say to each other, ‘why should anyone know who we are?’ But inwardly, Norwegians find this situation quite annoying. ‘We may be a small country,’ they think to themselves, ‘but we are at least as important as Sweden.’


If someone does know the difference between Norway and Sweden, a Norwegian will immediately assume the worst. ‘Please, no Viking and troll jokes,’ he will say, before proceeding to list as many jokes about Vikings and trolls as he can, simply happy that a foreigner does not think he is Swedish.
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