














Praise for Modern-Day Vikings


Sweden is arguably the most American country in Europe. Even so, the cultural differences between us are more profound and more subtle than what is apparent to the casual visitor. Christina Robinowitz and Lisa Werner Carr have produced an excellent—and highly entertaining—guide for those who wish to understand [Swedes] and who, at the same time, are anxious not to put their foot in it.


—Olle Wästberg
Consul General of Sweden in New York, former editor-in-chief of Expressen Newspaper


[Modern-Day Vikings] is wonderful—balanced, well researched [and] beautifully written.… [It’s] an invaluable resource for Swedes and Americans who need to interact for…social, educational or genealogical purposes; [for] traveling or business-oriented pursuits.


—Carrin Patman,
Chairman of the Steering Committee for an Endowment in
Swedish Studies, University of Texas


This practical book is a must-have for all businessmen and -women involved in Swedish-American trade relations. The authors present the topic in a straightforward manner, giving everybody interested in intercultural matters an amusing and rewarding experience.


—Bo Hedfors
Executive Vice President, Motorola


At a time when Swedish IT entrepreneurs are conquering the world, Modern-Day Vikings provides an excellent guide to Swedish business behavior, set against a historical background. Useful hints are given on how to avoid disastrous misunderstandings. Also, for Swedes, the book gives interesting historical explanations [as] to why we behave as we do.


—Cecilia Julin
Minister for Economic Affairs Swedish Embassy, Washington, D.C.


The authors really hit the nail on the head! I will certainly buy this book for my American husband, my children and my close American friends. After reading [Modern-Day Vikings] they will know exactly where this Swede is coming from. The book is a refresher course in Swedish history and filled with many good laughs.


—Kerstin Nordqvist Lane
Consul for Sweden, Chicago Executive Director, Swedish American Museum, Chicago


Swedes can sometimes be an enigma even to themselves. Authors Werner Carr and Robinowitz, with their very different backgrounds, offer a key to common and not-so-common differences between those things Swedish and the world. Modern-Day Vikings could become mandatory for those with an interest in, or plans to work with or in Sweden, but is also quite amusing and an eye opener for us born Swedes.


—Ulf Mårtensson
editor & publisher, Swedish News, Sweden & America Magazine and Nordstjernan


From…the opening paragraphs to the comprehensive bibliography, [Modern-Day Vikings] is well researched and well written. As a Swedish manager, I say: This book accurately describes the Swedes and provides very useful information regarding how to interact with them. Were I an American manager I’d say: This book is a must for anyone doing business with Swedes and going about it seriously!


—Göran Fröling
Vice President and General Manager, Ericsson Canada
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Introduction



September 3, 1967, was a watershed day in the history of Sweden, not for what happened, but for what didn’t happen.


That day at 5:00 A.M., Swedish automobile drivers switched from driving on the left side of the road, as the British do, to driving on the right—and they did so without incident. No accidents were reported. The Swedes calmly took the change in stride, bemused by the attention the nonevent received abroad.


That such a major shift took place with remarkable equanimity exemplifies in many ways how the people of Sweden view the world: anything can be accomplished in an orderly fashion when everyone cooperates. But the philosophy has a corollary: life can be difficult for those who do not “cooperate”—which may simply mean not agreeing with the majority or consensus view. Sometimes too much agreement impedes creativity and the search for new ideas.


On the surface, the Swedish and American cultures appear quite similar. Most Swedes speak good English and consider themselves very knowledgeable about all things American. More than two million Americans count themselves as descendants of Swedish immigrants and believe that they understand their cultural heritage. The countries share a taste for popular culture and an interest in high technology, particularly telecommunications and the Internet.


These similarities, however, conceal essential differences that become apparent when Swedes and Americans interact, either socially or in the workplace. Americans often find Swedes difficult to communicate with, and many Americans living in Sweden initially feel isolated and confused by a culture that outwardly appears to be like their own, yet upon closer examination reveals itself to be so different.


This book explores those aspects of the Swedish culture that reveal specific Swedish beliefs, values, attitudes, and behavior. We begin with a historical overview that explains how some typically Swedish traits have roots extending back to Viking times. We look at Sweden’s well-known model of “cradle-to-grave” social democracy, at the economic and social changes currently taking place in Sweden, and at how the nation developed. We study the underlying values of the modern Swedish people, many of which, such as the concepts of lagom (moderation) and the Law of Jante (personal modesty), are very unlike those held in the United States. We also explore other common Swedish characteristics such as the importance of self-sufficiency and the fear of looking foolish.


Finally, we look at the Swedes’ communication style, customs and etiquette, and important cultural traits related to doing business in Sweden—the discouragement of individual competition and the role of consensus-based decision making.


As with most cultures, certain stereotypes about Swedes have emerged, some based at least in small part on fact. However, many beliefs about Swedes are unfounded, such as the alleged high Swedish suicide rate or their obsession with sex. Understanding how these images have developed and the values underlying them will help you interact with Swedes in the United States or Sweden in a positive and effective way. We wish you a trevlig resa—a pleasant journey—on your way to learning more about the Swedes and their culture.


—Christina Johansson Robinowitz
and Lisa Werner Carr





1
From the Vikings to the Welfare State: A Millennium in Sweden



Praise no day until evening, no wife until buried, no sword until tested, no maid until bedded, no ice until crossed, no ale until drunk.*


—Hávamál


Could a ninth-century admonition against jumping to conclusions really carry any weight in the twenty-first century? The answer is yes; a modern Swede is still likely to agree with the spirit set forth by these words from the Hávamál, part of the poetic Edda of Viking lore. Many non-Swedes, particularly Americans, have found Swedes to be extremely cautious. The Swedes, on the other hand, consider their behavior nothing more than rational and sensible—pragmatic qualities that they value highly.


This sense of caution is exemplary of a characteristic of the Swedes today that originates in their distant past. The Swedes’ modern history alone stretches back more than a millennium, making for plenty of cultural baggage as well as treasures.


In this chapter, we present an overview of Swedish history from the pre-Vikings to the conception of the welfare state, with the aim of establishing the foundation for the cultural exploration to follow. Cultural values such as independence, equality, and cooperation don’t develop overnight, or even over a century. To really begin to understand the Swedes, you have to dig much, much deeper.



The Viking Age: Prehistory to 1050



Scandinavia as we know it today is composed of three countries: Sweden, Denmark, and Norway.† Many non-Swedes think that Sweden’s history began with the Vikings, but archeological finds dating from the Stone Age to the Iron Age reveal that Sweden’s earliest inhabitants appeared about eight thousand to ten thousand years ago, trailing the glaciers that were receding northward up the Scandinavian peninsula.


The ancestors of today’s Swedes were hunter-gatherers and fishers. They used the sea and the country’s numerous lakes and rivers to travel and trade throughout their region and, later, the world. An agrarian society developed as climatic changes made it easier to work the soil. By the time the Viking culture emerged, the people of the region were farmers. They cultivated grain and vegetables during the short summer season and raised livestock. Around A.D. 500, the settlements near Lake Mälaren, outside present-day Stockholm, emerged as the seat of power for the tribe known as the Sveas—the group for which Sweden was later named: Sverige (realm of the Sveas).


The historical era remembered as the “Viking Age” was a concentrated period of exploration, commerce, combat, and colonization by the people of Scandinavia that lasted about three hundred years, from 790 to 1066.


Scandinavia at that time was not yet divided into the freestanding nations of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden; people lived in autonomous tribes led by local kings or chieftains. Collectively, however, chroniclers on the continent referred to them as the Northmen, or the Norse (hence Nordic). Throughout the period these people spoke a mutually intelligible Germanic language known today as Old Norse.


Not all Norse were Vikings. Vikings were local chieftains, warriors, or other prominent men who periodically left their farms and settlements seeking adventure, trade, and plunder. A chieftain often enlisted other men to serve on his ship for a voyage that could last months or even years in exchange for a share of the profits. Many who left never returned; others returned with tales and treasure.


So what made farmers into marauders? To go “viking” was a way to make a living combining piracy, trade, and colonization. “In an agrarian world they needed land for their children and grass for their stock; in an era of opening trade routes, they craved silver and the chattels that silver could provide; in a hierarchical, warlike, and still partly tribal society, their leaders sought fame, power, wealth, and sustenance through action” (Jones 1984, 2).


The origin of the word Viking is still debated. Many historians believe it comes from the Norse vík, meaning “bay, fjord, or creek”; thus a Viking was one who sailed from or lurked in a vík. Others point to the Norse verb víkja, which meant to move fast or to recede into the distance—an interpretation many communities looted by the Vikings would certainly understand (Jones 1984, 76). Some confusion stems from the fact that historical sources often use the words Norse and Viking interchangeably to describe the barbarians from the north.


For the most part raiding proved easier than trading. The Vikings of western Scandinavia launched three centuries of terror with the raid on the English monastery of Lindisfarne in 793. The isolated monasteries of the British Isles were not only extremely wealthy but also poorly defended. Priests didn’t fight back, making them easy targets for hit-and-run attacks. “Deliver us, O Lord, from the fury of the Norsemen” became part of the common English prayer.


The Norse were outstanding shipbuilders, and the Vikings took to the sea and rivers in their multioared dragon boats to explore every corner of Europe, and often beyond. The Vikings used their ships to make regular raids on their favorite victims. In some cases they demanded protection money in lieu of attack; other times they plundered wildly and at will, killing anyone who resisted and providing inspiration for the English word berserk.


Underlying the Vikings’ fearlessness in battle was the pagan Norse faith known as Asa, which scorned fear of death. Indeed, dying in battle ensured entry to Valhalla, the Vikings’ afterworld paradise. And warriors knew their heroic deeds would likely be commemorated by their survivors, carved (using the runic alphabet) into slabs of stone, rune stones that can still be found across Scandinavia one thousand years later, or regaled in the poetic verses of skalds, or poets.


As opposed to the Vikings of western Scandinavia, the Vikings of Sweden took little part in the raids on Britain, although they could be just as violent. Instead, their ambitions took them eastward. Swedish merchants and marauders traveled the Volga River into the interior of Eastern Europe, establishing trading posts at Riga, Novgorod, and Kiev. Known as the “Rus”—referring to the travelers’ fair, ruddy complexions or coming from the Finnish word for Sweden, Ruotsi, depending on the expert one asks—they gave their name to a nation they are credited with founding: Russia. From Kiev, the Swedish Vikings attacked Constantinople so relentlessly that the authorities there eventually gave in and hired them as bodyguards, thus opening a permanent trade route between Russia and the Byzantine Empire.


The Swedes traveled eastward to the Aral and Caspian Seas and were thus exposed to trade goods from as far away as China, and south to Baghdad and the Mediterranean. As a result, Persian glass, Chinese silk, wine and exotic spices, and silver coins and jewelry made their way to Sweden, acquired in exchange for weapons, amber, honey, wax, fur, and even slaves.‡


That brings us to the third element of Viking culture: colonization. Some of the Vikings who came to foreign lands to trade or raid decided to stay, their temporary camps becoming permanent settlements. During the late eighth century, Norwegian Vikings colonized the Scottish Islands, the Isle of Man, and Ireland; in the ninth century, fleeing political unrest, a group of them moved on to populate Iceland. During the tenth century, nearly half of England lay under the domination of Danish Vikings. Many Finns, Russians, and Ukrainians today count Swedish Vikings among their ancestors.


Bloodlust aside, Norse society was ahead of its time in many ways. The Vikings who settled Iceland founded the world’s first democratic assembly, the Althing, in 930. When the men were at sea, women were in charge at home. A husband would literally turn the keys to the farm over to his wife when he left, making her responsible for managing it. As a result, Norse women had greater freedom and authority than was customary at this time in other cultures. Norse women could own and inherit property and were free to divorce.


Because each of them had a stake in the voyage’s success, the Vikings were surprisingly egalitarian aboard ship. One tale relates that when the prince of the Franks sent an envoy to bargain with the chief of a group of Viking raiders approaching Paris, the envoy returned perplexed. “I found no one to talk with,” he explained. “They said they were all chiefs” (Vesilind 2000, 9).


Today’s Swedish banker, teacher, or engineer is unlikely to be mistaken for an axe-wielding Viking, but he or she may still share some of the traits that made the Vikings successful, such as an attitude of individual integrity combined with a willingness to work toward a common goal. As the opening phrase from the Hávamál suggests, the Viking will not judge the success of his journey until he has returned home safely with a shipload of treasures. Nor will his descendants jump to conclusions, but instead demand ample evidence.



The Middle Ages: 1066–1500



As noted previously, the Norse were not a Christian people during the Viking era, but they were religious. Their faith was strongly rooted in the worship of powerful gods, including Odin, god of war; Thor, god of thunder; and Frey, god of fertility—for whom Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday are named, respectively. Human and animal sacrifices were made on their behalf and prayers offered to them to ensure the success of every venture.


The Scandinavians were slow to accept Christianity, and the Swedes were the last Germanic people to officially adopt it. Because they were a “heathen” people, the Vikings’ nasti-ness was sometimes blamed on their religion—priests were shocked that the raiders had “no respect for the sanctity of religious houses and the pacifism of their inmates” (Jones 1984, 132). It is more likely, however, that the Vikings targeted churches and monasteries for their wealth, as described above, rather than for religious purposes.


The first Christian missionary, Ansgar, successfully established a church in the Viking stronghold of Birka in the ninth century, but the murder of a later missionary in 936 sent the Christians packing. By the time the Viking Age came to a close, however, Christianity was at last making inroads into Sweden. The first Christian Swedish king was baptized in 1000, although it took another 150 years for the faith to really take hold. Paganism continued openly until the 1120s (Jones and Pennick 1995, 137).


In 1210 a union between church and state was formed that remained until 2000, when the Lutheran Church of Sweden and the government finally and officially separated. Until that time, every Swedish citizen was counted as a member of the Church of Sweden unless he or she specified otherwise.


It was the influence of the church that brought Sweden into the “civilized” European fold. In the 1200s, the country wrote down its laws for the first time. Slavery was abolished in 1355 because of church teachings stating that all men are equal in the eyes of God.§ The church grew quite powerful, acquiring vast tracts of land and establishing itself in the city of Uppsala, just miles from the site where Viking kings were crowned and buried.


At the end of the Viking era and into the early Middle Ages, a nobility began to emerge in the area now known as Sweden. Feuding among and within various dynasties was frequent as the families of Christian King Erik and his rival Sverker fought for control of the emerging nation.


At the same time, Sweden vied with its neighbors for control of the Baltic Sea. The Baltic had become increasingly important with the expansion and growing influence of the German Hanseatic League, based in Lübeck. Sweden had had a presence in Finland since the Viking days, but the Russian region of Novgorod was interested in a stake of its own. In 1323 Sweden and Russia signed a treaty dividing control of Finland, thus linking its destiny with that of both Sweden and Russia for the next six hundred years and beyond. Sections of western Finland remain Swedish-speaking, and Swedish is Finland’s second official language.


By the end of the fourteenth century, the Scandinavians had tired of German domination of trade. In 1397 Sweden, Norway, and Denmark formed the Union of Kalmar in an attempt to team up against the Germans. It was the only time in history when these three nations were ruled under one crown, that of Queen Margareta of Denmark.


The union was successful at keeping the Germans at bay, but the alliance was a loose and uneasy one. Although Denmark dominated the union, the infighting was ferocious. On one side, there was conflict between the monarchy and the nobility; on the other, peasants and merchants constantly threatened rebellion. In 1434 a Swedish nobleman attempted to seize power in Stockholm. He was killed, but his nationalism survived and began to spread. Border skirmishes against the Danes became more frequent and were often secretly backed by the Hanseatic League.



The Foundation of Sweden: 1500–1600



The Union of Kalmar officially persisted, but by 1500 the Swedish nobles openly demanded more power and autonomy from Denmark. They had already formed a national assembly, the first step toward self-rule. In 1520 they voted to burn down the fortress of the pro-Danish Roman Catholic archbishop of Sweden, a nobleman named Gustav Trolle (who himself was imprisoned).


Danish King Christian II now had an excuse to act. He traveled to Stockholm, where the merchants, desperate to save their city from destruction, opened their doors to him. Christian II responded by inviting the noblemen of Stockholm to a banquet. At the end of this feast, however, he ordered all of those who had opposed him beheaded. More than eighty noblemen were murdered in what came to be known as the “Stockholm Bloodbath.”


One young nobleman to escape this fate was Gustav Vasa. While his father, two uncles, and brother-in-law were being killed, he was in Denmark, a hostage of King Christian II. Vasa managed to escape captivity and flee back to Sweden, where he traveled the country to elicit support to overthrow the Danes, but his efforts were unsuccessful. Discouraged, he set out on skis for Norway to win help there. By then, however, news of the Stockholm Bloodbath had reached the Swedish region of Dalarna, where the people had long been unhappy under Danish rule. The people of Dalarna sent their two fastest skiers to catch Vasa and bring him back to lead a successful revolt. This event is commemorated each year in a ski race called Vasaloppet.


In 1523, Gustav Vasa, often called the “Father of Sweden,” was crowned king of Sweden, and the Union of Kalmar came to an end. Considered an enlightened ruler, Vasa brought about far-reaching reforms during his thirty-seven-year reign. He centralized power in Sweden and established a hereditary monarchy. He reorganized the government, the monetary system, and the army. Refused papal recognition of his reign, he supported the Swedish Reformation to Lutheranism that was already under way. He had debts to pay: defeating Christian II had been expensive, and he still had conflicts to settle among the remaining noblemen. But like his Viking forefathers, he knew where the money was: he confiscated the property of the Roman Catholic Church in Sweden.


What happened to Norway after Sweden broke away from the Union of Kalmar? It remained under the thumb of its more powerful Danish neighbors. Denmark would retain control of what is today southern Sweden until 1658 and remain united with Norway until 1817.||



Sweden as a World Power: 1618–1717



Sweden, a major superpower? Most Americans are unaware that like many other European countries, Sweden also took a turn as a great imperialist nation. This period began with the ascent to the throne in 1611 of King Gustav II Adolf (also known as Gustavus Adolphus), a grandson of Gustav Vasa and a military genius. He brought his grandfather’s talent and enthusiasm to the task of strengthening Sweden’s position in Europe.


Sweden’s military expansion began with its participation in the misnamed Thirty Years’ War, which started in 1630. The war eventually led to Sweden’s conquest of most of the Baltic States, including huge territories as far away as Poland. (One of the king’s dreams was to make the Baltic “a Swedish lake.”) Sweden was double its current size. Gustaf II Adolf developed Sweden’s military capabilities by exploiting one of the country’s greatest natural resources, iron, to produce rifles and cannons; by developing an organized education system; and by introducing the first conscript army.


One notable stain on Gustaf II Adolf’s otherwise immaculate record was the scandal of the warship Vasa. Built to be the pride of the Swedish navy, it sank ignominiously beneath the waters of Stockholm harbor moments after its launch in 1628. More than one hundred seamen perished. Modern analysts blame the sinking on a faulty design allowing for too many cannons on deck, making the ship top-heavy. The Vasa remained submerged in the cold, brackish Baltic waters until 1961, when a team of conservationists raised the vessel. Surprisingly well preserved, the Vasa was painstakingly restored and can now be seen at Stockholm’s modern Vasa Museum.


King Gustaf II Adolf died on the battlefield in 1632 and was succeeded by his six-year-old daughter Kristina, the first female to occupy the Swedish throne. The king’s former chancellor continued to implement the king’s policies and expansion during Kristina’s childhood. When she came of age, Queen Kristina reigned over one of the most opulent and beautiful courts in Europe and was considered a remarkably gifted and intelligent woman. In a move that stunned her loyal subjects, however, she abdicated her reign in 1654 to move to Rome and convert to Roman Catholicism—an outrage to a nation that had fought so long against Catholic countries.§


The beginning of the end for Sweden’s days as a great power came with the reign of King Karl XII, who is, ironically, remembered by many Swedes as a heroic, romantic warrior figure. Although he was also considered a military genius by many, he fought the Russians, the Poles, and the Danes with both success and failure. By the time he died in 1718, allegedly of a gold bullet to the brain (it was widely believed that a normal bullet could not kill him), he had lost all the territories Sweden had won, save Finland (which it would lose to Russia in 1809 during the Napoleonic Wars) and Pomerania (a piece of modern-day Poland that it lost to Denmark in 1814). Yet he continues to be admired by rightist and nationalist groups in Sweden alike, who have made him a bizarre symbol of their often violent ideologies.



The Age of Enlightenment: The 1700s



The eighteenth century witnessed the blossoming of science, the arts, and philosophy across Europe. A number of brilliant Swedish scientists and thinkers came to the fore, including naturalist Carl von Linné (or Linnaeus) and scientist-philosopher Emanuel Swedenborg. And in Gustav III, who came to power in 1772, the Swedes had a king who was dedicated to advancing the nation’s arts and sciences.


Greatly influenced by the French culture, which was dominant at the time, Gustav III built Stockholm’s Royal Opera House and introduced the stage to Swedish culture by constructing Stockholm’s Dramatic Theatre and hiring Swedish actors and playwrights for the theatre of Drottningholm Palace. He commissioned the first opera written in Swedish. He created the Swedish Academy of Literature (a group modeled on the French Academy) that is famous today for awarding the Nobel Prize for Literature each year. Gustav III also founded the nation’s musical academy and academy of art. A number of writers and composers emerged during this period, including troubadour Carl-Michael Bellman (whom we will take up in chapter 4 on national pride).


But his activities were not limited to the arts. During his reign, many restrictions on free trade were lifted and religious freedom was extended to foreigners in the country. Not surprisingly, the king became very popular with his subjects.


Not everyone was happy, however. The power struggle between the Swedish nobility and the monarchy that was launched during the Middle Ages with the reign of Gustav Vasa had persisted. Gustav III once again antagonized the aristocracy with his demand for absolute power. In the end he went too far and was assassinated by his enemies at a masked ball. Gustav III lives on in the opera The Masked Ball by Giuseppe Verdi, which reenacts the assassination. The king would have been pleased.



A Fresh Start for Sweden: The 1800s



The last of the Vasas to rule Sweden was Gustav III’s son, Gustav IV Adolf. His main contribution to the nation was land reform; it ended the practice, which had long been problematic, of dividing land into smaller and smaller plots as it passed from generation to generation. Instead, larger farming units were created and the land reparceled out to farmers.#


He also led Sweden into its last war. During France’s Reign of Terror, Gustaf IV Adolf launched a campaign against France, putting him at odds with France’s ally, Russia. Russia promptly invaded Finland, still ruled by Sweden. When the dust settled in 1809, Sweden’s modern border had been established. It had lost a third of its territory, including Finland and part of northern Sweden. The nobility had had enough. Gustav IV Adolf abdicated and Sweden made peace with its neighbors.
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