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Abstract


The present study deals with the impact upon Sweden of its dynastic union with Norway between 1814 and 1905, particularly in the intertwined areas of politics and culture.  Although closely related in origins, indigenous culture, language, and religion, the two countries, prior to 1814 had very different histories and hence strongly contrasting societies and forms of government.  Sweden was one of Europe’s oldest monarchies, with all the attributes of a political and cultural nation, and had been a great power during the seventeenth century.  Norway, after a proud medieval past, had come under the Danish crown in the fourteenth century and been reduced to virtually a Danish province by the sixteenth.  It lacked its own government and central institutions.  The medieval nobility died out.  The old Norse literary language fell out of use and was replaced by Danish in the church, administration, and higher society.


In 1814, as a spin-off of the Napoleonic Wars, Norway was separated from Denmark and became a separate kingdom under the Swedish royal house with its own government under a constitution independently framed that year.  Over the next  91 years, the union gave rise to various disputes, ultimately leading to Norway’s unilateral dissolution of the tie in 1905.  Both Norwegian and Swedish historians have tended to view the union as a failure and in a largely polemical literature have concentrated on the causes of its break-down.  


Little effort has thus far been made to examine the actual impact of the union upon internal developments in the two lands. That is the focus of the present study, specifically its effects in Sweden.  Paradoxically, Norway, which prior to 1814 had no constitution and only the rudiments of a higher culture of its own, exercised a greater influence in Sweden, than the reverse.  The Norwegian constitution of 1814, reflecting a society virtually without a native nobility, was the most democratic of its time, outside the United States.  It thus became the guiding star for Swedish liberals and radicals striving to reform the antiquated system of representation in their Riksdag, or parliament, particularly up to mid-century, while it was seen as a dangerous example by Swedish conservatives.


Norway in 1814 was in effect a political but not yet a cultural nation, opening the way for an impressive era of literary, artistic, and musical activity, led by such paladins as Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, Henrik Ibsen, and Edvard Grieg, which created a strong and vital national cultural identity.  From around 1850 to the later 1880s, this wave of creativity had an immense impact upon literature, art, architecture, and music in Sweden, during a period there of relative cultural stagnation.  However, by the 1880s there were signs of revolt against an exaggerated “Norvegomania” in Sweden, with August Strindberg in the forefront.  This reaction I see as a fundamental inspiration to Sweden’s intense search for its own cultural character—in contradistinction to the Norwegian—in the highly creative Swedish National Romanticism of the 1890s and early twentieth century.  Although not my primary focus, I also devote some attention to Swedish political and cultural impulses in Norway.

The Swedish-Norwegian relationship seems a virtually unique case in which an essentially “developing” nation exercised a manifestly greater direct influence upon a “developed” nation, both politically and culturally, than vice versa.  In this I find its particular fascination. 

