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‘We thrive on memories of our glorious past.’








The Swedish population is 9.4 million, compared with 4.5 million Norwegians, 5.4 million Finns, 5.5 million Danes, 52 million English, 82 million Germans, 142 million Russians and around 313 million Americans.



















Nationalism & Identity





Forewarned


The Swedes are an enterprising, fair-minded people who suffer from a mild case of megalomania. For example, they think it entirely appropriate that the cartographer Mercator magnanimously drew Sweden roughly the size of India. They object to being lumped in with other Scandinavians, as if they had no identity of their own.




“The Swedes are an enterprising, fair-minded people who suffer from a mild case of megalomania.”





From a Swedish perspective the differences between the Nordic countries are stark. Denmark is horizontal, Norway is vertical, Iceland is melting, Finland is labyrinthian, and Sweden is stunningly pastoral.


There is also the language difference. Every Finnish sentence starts in falsetto and ends in baritone. Norwegian sounds like Finnish intoned backwards, but is actually a provincial Swedish dialect. The Danes with their diphthongs and glottal stops sound as if they are caught between swallowing and spitting out a very hot potato. Only the Swedish language has evolved from grunted Icelandic gobbledygook to become the familiar and beloved singsong sounds of the Swedish Chef in The Muppet Show. Swedes find colliding consonants tricky. A modern Professor Higgins might offer the following challenge to a Swedish Eliza Doolittle: “Say after me – the Japanese jackass cheated on the Chinese chick” and be rewarded with “The Yapanese yackass sheeted on the Shinese shick.”




“There is hardly anything in any other country with which the Swedes do not compare themselves and their country favourably.” 





The contrasts in national culture and character are equally glaring. The Norwegians are simple, plain-spoken folk, the Danes cheerful and fun-loving. The Finns are a taciturn lot whose mosquito bites occasionally make them holler and gyrate in what the guide books mistakenly call folk dancing. The Swedes have combined all these qualities and taken them to new heights by finding humour in plain talk, replacing silence with small talk, and eliminating body language altogether.


Swedes are always surprised to discover that foreigners do not keep a framed map of Sweden above their beds. They are amazed to encounter people who think the capital of Sweden is Oslo, or that Sweden is the home of Swatch. Such manifestations of ignorance can only be combated with a concerted campaign of enlightenment which is why they never tire of lecturing others about Sweden.


There is hardly anything in any other country with which the Swedes do not compare themselves and their country favourably, be it the length of an argument, the breadth of a generalisation or the height of an audacity. To add credibility, comparisons are usually given a thin patina of self-deprecation but this fails to conceal their underlying national pride.


Patriotism


The Swedes sniff at public manifestations of patriotism, conveniently forgetting that the blue and yellow Swedish flag is everywhere to be seen – at the top of garden flagpoles, on postcards, on birthday cakes, on the branches of Christmas trees. The colours of the flag are echoed on candles and napkins, on bottle labels and biscuit tins, even on Swedish company logos.




“The blue and yellow Swedish flag is everywhere to be seen – at the top of garden flagpoles, on candles and napkins, on bottle labels and biscuit tins.”





Swedes are not patriots in the usual sense. Victory monuments come in the form of rune stones rather than bronze statues. Ask them what links them to their native country, and they will hold forth, not about government, history or culture, but about deep forests, smiling archipelagos, crayfish served with aquavit, and flower-wrapped maypoles.


Their flag features a yellow cross against a blue background and symbolises the nation’s Christian heritage. The flag’s colours are meant to bring back memories of childhood summers when the sky was bluer and the sun more golden than today. For Swedes the national flag is primarily an eye-pleasing backdrop. Rather than rallying people to action, it invites them to a picnic in the meadow.


How they see themselves




“Swedish schoolchildren are exhorted to keep their heads high when the subject of the Vikings is raised in history class.”





The Swedish national anthem says it all: ‘We thrive on the memories of our glorious past’, a reference to the Storhetstid, or ‘Era of Greatness’, when Sweden ruled most of Northern Europe (see map). Even earlier, the Vikings had given the peoples around the Mediterranean, on the British Isles and in North America a taste of Swedish brawn. Today’s schoolchildren are exhorted to sträcka på sig – keep their heads high – when the subject of the Vikings is raised in history class.


Since those heady days, however, the Swedes have made a spectacular about-turn from Rambo to Rimbaud, crusading for a world of innocence while doing a little gun-running on the side. In the 20th century, as nations were tearing themselves apart, the Swedes tried to mend the broken pieces. Raoul Wallenberg, Folke Bernadotte, Dag Hammarskjöld and Olof Palme have gone down in history as dauntless mediators who paid for their audacity with their lives. Inspired by their famous compatriots, the Swedes now see themselves universally as the World’s Conscience.


They also see themselves as honesty personified. With unfailing regularity, Swedish cabinet ministers admit to sleaze and promptly resign. Honesty doesn’t get much better than that.


How others see them


The Norwegians find the Swedes insufferably puffed up, while the Danes consider them to be party poopers. The British see them as sexy but cold, and the Americans think they are Swiss.




“The reputation the Swedes have for being a bit square is misleading – they are positively quadratic.”





The Swedes’ worldwide reputation for being a bit square is misleading – they are positively quadratic. Author Herman Lindquist summed it up thus: the Swedes look at the world through a square frame nailed together by Martin Luther, Gustav Vasa (the founder of the Swedish State), the Temperance Movement, and 100 years of Socialism. Luther contributed the Swedish taste for simplicity, Vasa the national identity, the Temperance Movement gave rise to the tendency towards sanctimoniousness, and Socialism the work-shyness.


Many foreigners living in Sweden find the natives socially impenetrable. Neighbours mind their own business, and colleagues go straight home after work. Some new arrivals have been known to invite their Swedish neighbours over for coffee, or to urge a colleague to come along for a drink at the pub. The initiative is usually met with pleasant surprise.


How they see others


The Swedes are unique in that they do not actually dislike any nation in particular. The patronising posture they adopt vis-à-vis their Nordic neighbours stems not from dislike but simply from the confident belief that Sweden is superior.




“The patronising posture the Swedes adopt vis-à-vis their Nordic neighbours stems not from dislike, but simply from the confident belief that Sweden is superior.”





Of course they don’t appreciate Germans using towels to reserve scarce sun chairs around the swimming pool before breakfast; or Americans asking how much the Swedish krona is worth in real money (meaning U.S. dollars); or Italians jumping the queue for the ski-lift. But these are considered minor aberrations from the Swedish behavioural norm which is based on conformity.


When travelling, the Swedes prefer to keep the natives at a safe distance by peering at them through the lens of their video cameras. But basically foreigners are good news: their funny faces and foibles help remind the Swedes how wonderful it is to be Swedish and normal.
















Character





Reserve




“The harsh climate turned the Swedish Vikings into tough hunters who preferred to use their spare time for resting rather than socialising with their neighbours.”





The Swedes’ culture evolved over time as a means to survive their environment and get along with each other. The harsh climate turned the Swedish Vikings into tough hunters who preferred to use their spare time for resting rather than socialising with their neighbours. Besides, neighbours were few and far between. The result is a nation of introverts who still treasure their independence and crave a large amount of elbow-room. As a Swedish saying would go (if there was one, which there isn’t): One is company, two is a crowd.


Dark melancholy


A common trait among Swedish people is a deeply felt svårmod, a dark melancholy born out of long winters, high taxes and a sense of being stuck far out on a geo-political and socio-economic limb. They brood a lot over the meaning of life in a self-absorbed sort of way without ever arriving at satisfactory answers. The stark images and unresolved plots in many of Ingmar Bergman’s films are accurate snapshots of the Swedish psyche.




“The Swedes brood a lot over the meaning of life in a self-absorbed sort of way without ever arriving at satisfactory answers.”





 All this svårmod makes the Swedes self-conscious and socially awkward. When two Swedish individuals meet for the first time, there are actually four people present: the two visible persons, plus their invisible alter egos who stand close by and criticise every word and every gesture. Only when the acquaintance is well established do the alter egos move to the sidelines, albeit still shaking their heads.


No wonder then that the Swedes seem aloof, even a little cold, at the first encounter: they are so busy arguing with their alter egos that they cannot focus properly on the company standing before them.


But once they emerge from their internal battles, they are capable of friendliness and hospitality to a degree almost bordering on warmth.


Undfallenhet


Another common trait is undfallenhet – acquiescence, or a tendency to yield under pressure. While their Viking ancestors used confrontation to settle even the most trivial of scores, modern-day Swedes avoid conflict whenever possible. They believe undfallenhet makes for a smarter strategy. After all, it has kept the country out of war for nearly two centuries and helped it attain one of the highest living standards in the world.




“A common trait is undfallenhet, acquiescence or a tendency to yield under pressure.”





In most countries if a consumer complains about a defect in a product or service he has just bought, the salesperson will try to fob him off with excuses. Not so in the Land of Undfallenhet. Here the vendor disarms the customer by adding ammunition to his complaints. For example, you may call a car rental firm to say the studs are missing from the winter tyres and that, as a consequence, you are unfairly exposed to the risk of having to pay for any collision damage. To this the rental agent is likely to reply: “Never mind having to pay for collision damage. What about your personal health and safety?” It’s the kind of response that takes all the fun out of complaining.


Being aggressive is considered a macho thing in many Western cultures. In Sweden it is viewed as a serious handicap. In World War II, the Swedish government succumbed to Hitler’s demands that German troops be allowed to transit through neutral Sweden to sustain the occupation of Norway. To this day, the memory chokes the Norwegians with emotion.


Another consequence of undfallenhet is the reluctance of people in power to exercise it. In the name of consensus, managers prefer to leave all important decision-making to committees. The same goes for politicians. Swedish politicians promise swift and firm action against whatever cases of social injustice are put before them, be they tax loopholes, gender inequality or impunity in crime. When asked what the action will entail, the answer is always the same: “Appoint a committee.”


Then there are the ‘Citizens’ Associations’. These are established by law to allow local residents to influence the management of communal concerns such as water supplies, road maintenance and recreation facilities. But they do not necessarily lead to harmony.




“In the name of consensus, managers prefer to leave all important decision-making to committees.”





Once upon a time there were three friendly neighbours who lived on a hillside. They formed a committee and purchased a £1,000 snow-blower with a view to the members taking it in turns to clear their shared 50-metre driveway. The neighbour at the bottom of the hill soon got tired of the chore since he only used the first 5 metres anyway; the neighbour at the top who had a garage big enough to house the blower kept forgetting to hand over the key when he left for milder climes. The neighbour in the middle finally stationed the blower in his garden where it seized up from weather exposure, so that when the sun-tanned neighbour returned he was unable to scale the snow-bound driveway. Bitter arguments ensued. And all the time the local authority would have done the job for a mere £30 a year.




“Craning one’s neck and straining one’s eyes to stare down racism and fascism at the other end of the globe is hard work.”





Undfallenhet is not to be confused with cowardice. Sweden has long stood firm on its convictions regarding matters like apartheid and dictatorship, and has not hesitated to lay down the law to distant countries like South Africa and Chile. But craning one’s neck and straining one’s eyes to stare down racism and fascism at the other end of the globe is hard work. The Swedes must therefore be forgiven for having overlooked the very same sins being committed for several generations in neighbouring Russia.
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