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his Scandinavia, modernity and the 
present do not reign supreme: history 
is always there. The same applies to the 
Austrian writer Walther Eidlitz, who 
also visited Scandinavia in 1935. His 
travelogue, Reise nach den vier Winden, 
was translated to Swedish as Vindrosen 
runt (“Around the wind rose”). Eidlitz 
was preoccupied with the struggle be-
tween cultural spheres and he spent a 
great deal of time on the Vikings, the an-
cient Goths, and especially Charles XII 
of Sweden, in favor of describing mod-
ern Nordic society. He talks about the 
Ukrainian or “Gothic” steppes and the 
darkness that had prevailed there since 
the days of Peter the Great. Because the 
Scandinavians had once been a master 
race in history, they would, according to 
Eidlitz, once again liberate the peoples 
in the east and carry out the grandiose 
plans of Charles XII.

the geography of  
fear and hope
There was an obvious need to draw 
boundaries in Europe in the 1930s. 
For some, it was a matter of cultural, 
linguistic, and ethnic dividing lines, but 
for others, this was an attempt to find 
positive alternatives to development 
towards increasing numbers of totalitar-
ian states on the Continent. For the lat-
ter group, in which we can include Karel 
Čapek, Josep Pla, Serge de Chessin, and 
Émile Schreiber, it was important to 
emphasize the pure and unadulterated 
democracy in Scandinavia. This was 
done at the expense of a more balanced 
picture of reality. Their descriptions 
were, of course, grounded on actual 
developments in the Nordic countries, 
but the reality might not have been as 
rosy as they led people to believe. There 
were labor conflicts in Norway and Swe-
den which in the latter case led to lethal 
violence. Unemployment was 15—20 
percent in the Nordic countries during 
these years. The class society was far 
from eradicated. The Swedish Eugen-
ics Institute, founded in 1923, and the 
documented anti-Semitism within the 
workers’ movement in the 1920s do not 
fit the picture — and so they are omitted.

thIS WAS pErCEIVEd as insignificant by 
comparison in 1930s Europe. As the 
situation in Europe became increas-
ingly ominous, Scandinavia still seemed 
like a paradise. There was hope here, 
hope for a better society and a better 

life for people. To ̌Capek, the geogra-
phy of fear and hope was a concrete 
reality. When the Germans invaded 
Czechoslovakia, his name was among 
the first on the Gestapo’s list of public 
enemies to be liquidated. ̌Capek died in 
1938 from complications of an illness, 
a few months after Sudetenland had 
become German. His brother, the artist 
and writer Josef  ̌Capek, died in Bergen-
Belsen during the final stages of the war. 
Serge de Chessin had fled the Russian 
Revolution and devoted most of his life 
to demonizing Bolshevik Russia. A civi-
lized and peaceful Scandinavia was an 
effective contrast in that endeavor. In an 
anti-German spirit, Chessin was careful 
to hold up the Scandinavians as the true 
Aryans because they had created an 
authentically equal society. Scandinavia 
and Nordic social democracy became 
a model for Émile Schreiber, who at-
tached the more French-sounding Ser-
van to his surname during the war. The 
Servan-Schreiber family became sig-
nificant actors in media and politics in 
postwar France. One of his sons, Jean-
Jacques Servan-Schreiber, enjoyed an 
outstanding political career; a center-
left liberal, his positions on many issues 
were very closely aligned with the social 
democracy of Olof Palme.

For the social actors of the time, 
1930s Europe was a political powder 
keg, a place where people were engaged 
in a life-and-death struggle. The histo-
ries are full of narratives that sketch the 
outlines of this geography of fear. His-
tory is also acquainted with a great deal 
of testimony about visits to Scandinavia 
in which the region is put forth as the 
domicile of hope. For many, Scandina-
via was the place where fascism never 
took hold.≈

peter stadius

Note: This is an abridged version of an 
article published in Ny Tid.

Geopolitics is back in the North.1 Not 
that it ever was gone. But after more 
than two decades of soft power, low 
politics, and cross-border cooperation 
in the Baltic and Barents regions, re-
gional security discourses have relaxed 
significantly on this former front of the 
Cold War.

Recently, however, a more openly 
geopolitical language has reemerged in 
the discussions on the future of the Nor-
dic, Baltic, and Arctic regions. 

In late January 2013, for example, the 
Arctic Frontiers conference was con-
vened in Tromsø, Norway, on the topic 
of “Geopolitics and Marine Production 
in a Changing Arctic”. At the confer-
ence, the Norwegian foreign minister 
Espen Barth Eide said the rising global 
interest in the North would make the 
Arctic a more important area for global 
politics. The Swedish foreign minister 
Carl Bildt spoke of the need to solve the 

remaining “geopolitical uncertainties” 
in the Arctic.2

What are these uncertainties, then? 
Most observers agree that the increas-
ingly geopolitical framing of Arctic is-
sues reflects another geopolitical shift 
currently underway, namely the tipping 
of the global economy away from the 
Atlantic Rim to the Asian Pacific Rim.

AS lonG AS thE demand for fossil fuel 
continues to rise in China and India 
while climate change takes place at 
present rates, Arctic hydrocarbons will 
become more profitable. While sea 
transport is less expensive today than it 
has been in a long time, insurance costs 
are rising due to Middle Eastern insta-
bility and Indian Ocean piracy. This, 
too, makes the Northern Sea Route 
(NSR) along the Northern coast of Rus-
sia more attractive.

In a longer view, it has been sug-
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gested that the Arctic may emerge as a 
future power hub — a “Northern Rim” 
made up of the eight states that consti-
tute the present Arctic Council — per-
haps even outpacing the development 
of the Pacific Rim by 2050.3

Some Arctic Council members have 
projected ambitious visions, although 
usually not quite as grand, onto the Arc-
tic. Canada expects continuous popula-
tion growth in the coming decades and 
sees its future in “our North”.4 Russia 
has begun developing the Arctic as its 
next “resource base”.5 Both Denmark 
and Norway have adopted more ac-
tive national strategies for the Arctic. 
Sweden and the US mainly channel 
their Arctic interests through the Arctic 
Council itself, where Sweden holds the 
chairmanship until May 2013, when 
Canada takes over.

This growing interest in the Arctic 
has led observers to consider the con-
sequences for the regions bordering on 
the Arctic. How are the three distinct 
but interlocking security agendas — Nor-
dic, Baltic, and Arctic — coming together 
in the “New North”? These regions 
all have their own security concerns, 
which may or may not benefit from be-
ing intentionally connected with the 
scramble for the Arctic.

The Baltic Sea, for example, has a 
strategic value in its own right, serving 
as a transport corridor for 15 percent of 
global trade, including oil exports from 
Primorsk.6 While the Nord Stream gas 
pipeline that runs along the bottom of 
the Baltic Sea will improve the Russian 
gas industry’s ability to supply its EU 
customers, it may also make Poland and 
the three Baltic states more vulnerable 
to Russian political pressure.

It IS CrUCIAl to note that the high North 
as well as the Baltic Sea — where Russia 
has limited legal or military capability 
of exercising effective territorial control 
— are growing in importance to Russia’s 
overall economic development and 
hence to Vladimir Putin’s political plan.7 
At the moment, Russia’s neighboring 
Nordic countries, with the exception 
of Finland, appear less capable of 
guaranteeing the security of their own 
territories or fully controlling the Baltic 
Sea, which is a concern not only to the 
Nordic security community, but to Rus-
sian observers as well.8

In response, the Nordic countries 
have stepped up intra-Nordic and Baltic-
Nordic defense cooperation. There are 
already proposals to pool military re-
sources under the auspices of NORDEF-
CO in order to cut costs.9 But more than 

4   Government of Canada, Northern Strategy: 
Our North, Our Heritage, Our Future, Ottawa 
2009, accessed 2012-10-10, http://www.
northernstrategy.gc.ca/cns/cns.pdf.

5   Siemon T. Wezeman, “Military Capabilities 
in the Arctic”, SIPRI Background Paper. 
Stockholm 2012.

6   Carl Bildt and Karin Enström, 
“Försvarsmateriel kan ägas gemensamt i 
Norden” [Defense material can be jointly 
owned in the Nordic region.], Dagens 
Nyheter, 2013-01-13, accessed 2013-01-22, 
http://www.dn.se/debatt/forsvarsmateriel-
kan-agas-gemensamt-i-norden.

7   Andrew C. Kuchins and Clifford G. Gaddy, 
“Putin’s Plan: The Future of ‘Russia Inc.’”, 
The Washington Quarterly 31, no. 2 (2008).

8   Tommi Koivula and Stefan Forss, “Finlands 
solidaritetsdeklaration” [Finland’s 
declaration of solidarity], in Bo Hugemark 
(ed.), Till bröders hjälp: Med sikte på en 
svensk solidarisk strategi [To the aid of 
brothers: Aiming for a Swedish solidarity 
strategy], Stockholm 2011, pp. 151–176.

9   Carl Bildt and Karin Enström, 
“Försvarsmateriel kan ägas gemensamt 
i Norden”, Dagens Nyheter, 2013-01-13, 
accessed 2013-01-22, http://www.dn.se/
debatt/forsvarsmateriel-kan-agas-
gemensamt-i-norden.

10   Government of Sweden, Ett användbart 
försvar [A functional defense]. Regeringens 
proposition (government proposal) 
2008/09:140, 9.

11   Marek A. Cichocki and Olaf Osica, 
“Consolidation or Disintegration? Security 
Policy Cooperation in the Baltic Sea Sub-
Region”, Nowa Europa, 2009 special issue; 
Olaf Osica, “The High North as a New Area 
of Cooperation and Rivalry”, Nowa Europa 
1, no. 4 (2010 special issue).

12   Margaret Blunden, “Geopolitics and 
the Northern Sea Route”, International 
Affairs 88, no. 1 (2012), pp. 115–129; Kristian 
Åtland, “Russia’s Armed Forces and the 
Arctic: All Quiet on the Northern Front?”, 
Contemporary Security Policy 32, no. 2 
(2011), pp. 267–285.

13   Gunnar Wetterberg, The United Nordic 
Federation, Copenhagen 2010.

14   “The Next Supermodel”, The Economist, 
2013-02-02, accessed 2013-02-05, 
http://www.economist.com/news/
leaders/21571136-politicians-both-right-
and-left-could-learn-nordic-countries-next-
supermodel.

15   Jonas Harvard, “Det nya Norden — hårt eller 
mjukt?” [The new North: hard or soft?], 
in Jenny Björkman, Björn Fjaestad & Jonas 
Harvard (eds.), Ett nordiskt rum: Historiska 
och framtida gemenskaper från Baltikum till 
Barents hav [A Nordic space: Historical and 
future communities from the Baltic states to 
the Barents Sea], Stockholm 2011.

simply economic considerations lie be-
hind these moves. In January 2010, for 
example, Sweden adopted a “solidarity 
declaration” addressing both the Baltic 
and the Nordic countries.10

The Baltics for their part are con-
cerned about their own as well as the 
EU’s dependence upon Russian fossil 
fuel, a growing share of which is, inci-
dentally, produced above the Arctic 
Circle, further increasing the impor-
tance of the North. Another issue is the 
overextension of US global policy com-
mitments. Some Nordics also worry 
about being marginalized as US interest 
shifts to the Pacific.

In A lonGEr perspective, policy analysts 
have predicted the emergence of a glob-
al energy-security axis, which would 
run from North to South, eventually 
connecting the new gas fields of the Arc-
tic with the oil fields of the Caspian Sea 
and the Persian Gulf. Such a link could 
conceivably guarantee continued Amer-
ican security commitments in the Baltic 
Sea region, a perspective welcomed by 
Poland for example, by linking the Bal-
tic to US strategic interests in the Middle 
East and in the Arctic.11

Yet most Nordic commentators note 
with some relief that both Russian and 
US security planning documents tend 
to regard the Baltic and Nordic regions 
as “stable” areas, which do not require 
much attention, in contrast to the Mid-
dle East, North Africa, the Far East, and 
the Arctic.12

To some, then, decoupling the Arc-
tic, Baltic, and Nordic security agendas 
is a way of ensuring continuous stabil-
ity. To others, connecting them is a 
means of guaranteeing security.

Noting that the interests of great 
powers have prevented earlier attempts 
at closer Nordic cooperation, the 
Swedish historian and debater Gunnar 
Wetterberg has argued that the current 
absence of great power interest in the 
region would permit the existence of a 
“Nordic Federation”. While small on a 
global scale, the five Nordic countries 
do represent significant economic and 
demographic power, with 25 million 
inhabitants and an aggregate GDP of 
$1,500 billion.13

While Wetterberg’s proposal may ap-
pear utopian to some, it also expresses 
a new sense of reassurance in the “soft 
power” of the Nordic realm as the “next 
supermodel” to combine economic sta-
bility and competitiveness with social 
security and sustainability, recently 
noted by The Economist.14

The Swedish historian Jonas Har-

vard has suggested that Norden can be 
viewed as either “hard” or “soft”.15 Tra-
ditional Nordic cooperation has indeed 
been soft. “Thinking big” in the sense 
of Wetterberg’s proposal may be a way 
of aligning the hard and soft aspects. 
But a new and more far-ranging kind 
of Nordic cooperation would also have 
consequences for the traditional role of 
the Nordic countries in solidifying and 
stabilizing the region, precisely because 
of the countries’ small size. A more firm 
Nordic cooperation would also have to 
consider the geopolitical consequences 
of its own weight on the surrounding 
Baltic and Arctic regions. The recent 
return of geopolitics in the region puts 
this perspective in a new, perhaps 
harsher, light.

It mAy BE paradoxical that geopolitics — 
whether positive or negative, reactive 
or proactive — is making a comeback 
at a time when traditional geopolitics 
is widely seen as superseded by soft 
power. At the same time, more and 
more “soft” issues such as democracy, 
regional cooperation, and environmen-
tal sustainability are becoming just as 
important as the “hard” issues of old. 
As the ice is melting and new forms of 
international cooperation and conflict 
take shape in the New North, the Cold 
War logic of securitization and desecu-
ritization will likely be transformed as 
well. But small and soft may continue to 
be smart even in the future. ≈

carl marklund
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