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THE DREAM OF

BALTOSCANDIAN
A

FEDERATION

SWEDEN AND THE INDEPENDENT BALTIC STATES
1918–1940 IN GEOGRAPHY AND POLITICS

by Thomas Lundén
or a long time in the 20th century, the Baltic region, or
Baltikum1, here defined as the area south of the Gulf
of Finland and east of the Baltic Sea, was more or less
a blank spot on the mental map of Swedish politicians
and social scientists alike. The “inventor” of geopolitics, political
scientist and conservative politician Rudolf Kjellén, urged for
Swedish cultural and economic activism towards the Baltic part
of Tsarist Russia2, but the program was never implemented, and
the break-up of the Russian Empire and the new geopolitical situation, as well as Kjellén’s death in 1922, with few exceptions put
a new end to Swedish academic interests in the contemporary
geopolitical situation of the area.
From the perspective of the three states of the Baltikum, any
super-state regionalism with Norden3 was primarily connected
with Estonia in combination with Sweden.4 Sweden and Estonia
thus played a special role in the Baltic discussion about regionalism. However, there was a more one-sided interest from Lithuania in contacts with Scandinavia and particularly with Sweden.5
The independence of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania in 1919–1920
gave Sweden a geopolitical buffer against the neighboring great
powers of Russia/the Soviet Union and Germany, which were
initially weakened and politically unstable. But as pointed out by
Wilhelm Carlgren6, Swedish foreign policy towards the three Baltic states was passive, even reluctant. Kangeris makes a temporal
distinction. In the period 1918—1925, Sweden was the leading
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actor in relations with the three newly independent Baltic States,
which had no political co-ordination. From 1925 to 1934, the
three states searched for contacts with a (reluctant) Sweden and
Finland, and from 1933/34 Sweden’s policy towards the three
states was directed towards keeping them neutral.7 It should
be added that, as described below, Sweden’s early activity was
mainly indirect, through the League of Nations, especially during the activities of Hjalmar Branting and much later those of
Rickard Sandler.
Kangeris8 summarizes the Swedish deliberations in 1919 as
follows:
O A rejection of any participation in a Baltic confederation
O Caution with political standpoints and commitments
O Consideration of German standpoints
O Emphasis on Russian standpoints
O Finland’s exceptional position in relation to Sweden
O Sweden’s economic interests in the new states
O Consideration of the interests of national minorities [i.e. in
all Baltic States. Author’s comment]
SWEDEN’S INVOLVEMENT in Baltic geopolitics was mainly channeled through the League of Nations and concentrated on the
right to self-determination, the rights of minorities, and the
geopolitical issues of Wilno/Vilnius and Memel/Klaipėda, with
Hjalmar Branting as the main actor until his death in 1925.9
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The Swedish lack of direct interest in the Baltic States was
particularly regretted in Estonia. Per Wieselgren, professor of
Swedish at Tartu 1930–1941, referred to this in his book when
recounting an anecdote in which Prime Minister (1917–1920)
Nils Edén responded to the demands of an Estonian delegation begging for Swedish help with building a legal system and
appointing Swedish jurists at the Tartu University Law Faculty
by saying, “Das interessiert uns nicht” [It is of no interest to
us].10 The monography on Edén does not mention the Baltic
area, but with one exception. In a speech by Edén on March 2,
1919, he mentions that “an important right-wing journal had,
apparently influenced by great power traditions, demanded
an active involvement in the Baltic countries”.11 The wording
seems to indicate a repudiation of this demand. That early Baltic demands for help with building a modern legal system were
rejected by Sweden is further mentioned in an article in Svensk
Tidskrift from October 1939.12
WHILE FINLAND recognized Estonia on June 7, 1920, shortly after the Tartu Peace Treaty of February 2, Sweden and Norway
waited until February 4 of the next
year to recognize Estonia and Latvia. Sweden recognized Lithuania
de jure on September 28, 1921.13 A
Swedish Legation was established
in Tallinn, but already in 1922 it was
moved to Riga in order to include
Lithuania in its responsibility. A
chargé d’affaires was installed in Tallinn in 1930 but subordinated to the
legation in Riga. The Swedish envoy
to the Baltic States from 1921 (including Kaunas from 1922) to 1928, Torsten Undén14, first reported on the Memel issue with a positive
interest in a referendum to the benefit of the ethnic Lithuanian
population, but the Lithuanian geopolitics in the area eventually
caused Swedish resentment.15
Even after the annexation of Memel/Klaipėda into Lithuania,
the “old-timer” honorary consul for Sweden in Klaipėda represented a “pro-German” standpoint, causing tensions between
the countries16. But Grigaravičiūtė writes: “It should be noted
that in 1923–1924 Sweden was especially concerned with the settlement of the Klaipėda case in the interest of Lithuania and actively supported Lithuania in the League of Nations. Later, at the
end of 1924, when the Dawes Plan was adopted, the situation
started to change.” In the Wilno/Vilnius conflict:“With the support of Hjalmar Branting, in 1924 Lithuanian diplomacy tried to
initiate the consideration of the Vilnius issue in the League of
Nations; however, the attempts were doomed to fail”.17
On August 9, 1940, the Estonian Foreign Ministry, under Soviet pressure, informed that the Estonian missions abroad had
ceased operations and consequently the Swedish representations had to be closed in all Baltic States, which were soon to be
annexedby the Soviet Union.18 A similar message was received by
the Swedish mission in Kaunas on August 10.19

The “Baltic Entente” in Swedish
politics: One man’s work
The only politician to urge for closer ties to the Baltic states was
the mayor of Stockholm (1903—1930) Carl Lindhagen20, who in both
1920 and 1934 advocated in Parliament for a closer cooperation
with the area, and who also in 1934 advocated such cooperation as
a counter-force to an increasingly aggressive Germany.21 Lindhagen’s efforts on behalf of Lithuania are described by Pivoras.22
Lindhagen devotes six pages in his extensive memoirs to
”Den baltiska ententen. Finland,Estland, Lettland,Litauen,
Vilna” [The Baltic entente. Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,
Vilna].23 Representing Stockholm as its mayor, Lindhagen
secretly met with representatives of these “rim states” in St.
Petersburg in 1903 at the celebration of its 300th anniversary.
Evidently these contacts led to a meeting in Stockholm on October 12, 1915, with Juozas Gabrys, Martynas Yčas, and Stasys
Šilingas.24 In October 1915, together with Estonian Aleksander
Kesküla,25 Gabrys traveled to Stockholm to meet with Yčas, a
member of the Russian State Duma, and Šilingas, an employee
of the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs. Kesküla wanted to
persuade Yčas to resign from the
Duma in support for Germany,
whileYčas wanted to organize a
much broader Lithuanian conference with representatives from
Lithuanian activists living in Lithuania, Russia, Western Europe, and
the United States and was disappointed that only Gabrys could
attend. The meeting, self-declared
as the First Lithuanian Conference,
did not adopt a political statement. At the end of 1915, Jonas
Aukštuolis came to Sweden, and at the end of 1915 or at the beginning of 1916 Ignas Šeinius came also.26
A war refugee relief organization, the Swedish–Lithuanian Aid
Committee (Lithuanian: Švedų-lietuvių šelpimo komitetas), was
established, of which Carl Lindhagen, mayor of Stockholm, was
chairman; Verner Söderberg, editor of Stockholms Dagblad, was
secretary; and Lithuanian Jonas Aukštuolis was manager.27 Two
further meetings were held in Stockholm on October 18—22, 1917,
and January 3—6, 1918.28

“STEN DE GEER’S
MAIN CONTRIBUTION
CONCERNING SWEDEN’S
SOUTHEASTERN
NEIGHBORS IS
PERHAPS THE NAMING
OF THE CONCEPT OF
BALTOSCANDIA.”

IN JANUARY OF 1918, Lindhagen met Estonian representatives in
the custody of the German army in Finland in Eckerö in the
Åland Islands. When the Baltic States declared their independence and sought international recognition, Lindhagen interpellated the foreign minister in Parliament, but according to the
minister the Government “did not dare” until “Paris and London” made the decision. When this happened, Lithuania was
excluded because of Polish complaints about the Vilna case, and
Sweden followed this example. At a public celebration in Stockholm, Lindhagen suggested a “popular declaration of recognition of Lithuania”, but finally the Paris and London governments
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gave their recognition and Sweden followed.29 This de facto recognition was made in December 1918.30
At a conference in Helsinki in 1919, the Baltic foreign ministers
approached the Scandinavian foreign ministers for cooperation
but were met with rejection. Lindhagen made a new interpellation urging for cooperation, but to no avail. In the following 10
years he introduced seven parliamentary bills concerning relations with the “East Baltic States”. Lindhagen continued with
two more bills in 1933–1934, one about the Vilna question and the
other about “cooperation between small states, especially between Scandinavians and the Balts”.31 The document is a 20-page
survey of the history and present situation at the time of Nordic–
East Baltic relations since the independence of the East Baltic
States, ending with the formal request that “the Parliament
would request the Government to initiate agreements between
the Baltic small states east and west of the Baltic Sea about an understanding (entente) between these powers to the promotion of
a common autarchy and cultural furtherance”.32 The Parliamentary Standing Committee on the Constitution wrote that there
were possibilities, but concluded that it was up to the King in
Council (Kungl.Majt.) to implement Lindhagen’s proposal, and
he writes that Minister of Foreign Affairs Rickard Sandler “who
had communicated with the Committee was of the opinion that
I ought to be satisfied”. Thus no real results were obtained, but
the bill was given much attention in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. While rich in details and names of organizations and individuals, it does not mention De Geer’s article (see below).
In the summer of 1934, Lindhagen traveled privately through
the Baltic States and was received by officials, and he also visited
Memel (Klaipėda) and Dünaburg (Daugavpils). By special permission, he was allowed to cross the Lithuanian–Polish border,
visiting Wilno and meeting with representatives of the Jewish
and Belarusian populations.33

De Geer’s regionalization
of Baltoscandia
A scientific attempt to define a Balto-Scandinavian region based
on natural and cultural indicators was made by the Swedish geographer Sten De Geer (1886—1933) in 1928.34 His rather haphazard
selection of indicators resulted in a core area including Scandinavia, Finland, Estonia, and Latvia.35 Starting from the Finnish
geologist W. Ramsay’s concept of Fennoscandia (comprising
Norway, Sweden, Finland, Soviet Karelia, and the Kola peninsula) based on ancient bedrock morphology, he emphasizes that
other physical as well as socio-cultural aspects show a different
spatial distribution. He adds that there is a well-known difficulty
in defining the outer limits of a distribution because some features show a slowly declining intensity, e.g. many biogeographical features that reflect an Atlantic or inner Eurasian influence.
De Geer chose nine indicators of a possible Balto-Scandian
regional homogeneity, four of which were of a physical nature
and five of which were of a socio-cultural character.36 While
most of the physical indicators were of little direct cultural influence, they defined conditions for livelihood and subsistence in a
historical context. His socio-cultural indicators were from a geo-

23

political point of view more interesting and partly also questionable, especially indicator 5, “The core area of the Nordic race”
(p. 127—129), which was partly based on a study by the infamous
race biologist Herman Lundborg and his deputy F. J. (Frans
Josua) Linders. The indications were based on body height, eye
color, and head shape. De Geer indicates on a map a line denoting the outer edge the distribution of the “Nordic race or the Nordic race mixture” (p. 129). The delineation is vague; for example,
the “Finns and Estonians are no more Mongolian, but the Lapps
[Sámi] are”. Even if this indicator is, by modern standards, totally senseless, there is no indication of any derogatory racism.
The sixth indicator is “The two Fennoscandian language areas”
(p. 129—130), where the difference between the North Germanic
and Fenno-Ugric languages is not taken as a regional boundary,
because “the cultural border is rather to the east”, but the region
is still divided into two sub-regions. De Geer also discusses the
role of the Baltic languages — Latvian and Lithuanian — but with
some hesitation he does not include them within the regional
delimitation. As to the distribution of the Protestant religion, he
maintains that religion was earlier a more important cultural
indication than language. The delineation is quite clear, with
Latvia divided in the middle towards Catholicism and the easternmost part of Finland marked as Orthodox (map 4). The political division into states at the time of publication (1928) is also
marked on map 4, where Estonia and Latvia belong to an eastern
sub-division with Finland. The final indicator is “The maximal
extension of the two Nordic states (Denmark and Sweden) during 1000 years” (p.133–135) where the time under the supremacy
of one of these states is indicated on map 5. The only area really
questioned is Kurland (southwestern Latvia), which from 1660
to 1720 was at times under Swedish dominance. At the end of the
article, De Geer tries a synthesis, cartographically depicted on
map 6 (p.136). The result is, not surprisingly, the area covered by
the states of Norden plus Estonia and Latvia, while Lithuania and
the southeastern coast of the Baltic Sea are only covered by physical indicators. In the remaining part of the paper, De Geer mentions other types of Nordic influences farther south and east.
WHILE DE GEER is cautious about geopolitical or other conclusions, his study is more important as a sign of genuine interest
in the Baltic relations than as a scientific study. In his vast correspondence (e.g. 122 letters with Germany), Estonia accounted
for only 4 correspondences, all with Tartu, including one with
Edgar Kant and 3 with Riga University, plus 11 correspondences
with the Swedish geographer Jonatan Grufman (1893–1964) who
was undertaking regional studies in Latvia.37 Grufman wrote one
article on the regional geography of Estonia in 1923, referring to
Sten De Geer as his teacher and the SSAG (the Swedish Society
for Anthropology and Geography) as the grantee of a scholarship38, and one article on Latvia’s natural environment as partof
an anthology.39 Sten De Geer’s main contribution concerning
Sweden’s southeastern neighbors is perhaps the naming of the
concept of Baltoscandia40 and, through personal contacts, the
intellectual transfer of Kant’s social geography back to Sweden
after World War II.
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The spread and extension
of the Baltoscandian concept
De Geer’s spatial concept was evidently used by Lindhagen
(without mentioning the source of his inspiration) and others in
advocating for closer relations with Sweden’s eastern neighbors.
The Lithuanian professor Kazys Pakštas soon took up De Geer’s
work, but sought to include his own country in the region as a
Baltoscandian Confederation,41 which was actually an idea already put forward by the Estonian president of the Land Council
(Maanõukogu), Jaan Tõnisson, in 1917.42 Pakštas visited the Scandinavian countries in 1934 and gave two lectures in Stockholm.
In the minutes of the SSAG of February 16, 1934, he was awarded
the Andrée Medal.43 In a letter in Swedish to the SSAG dated
March 28, 1934, the Dean of the Mathematical-Natural Science
Faculty of Vytauto Dididžiojo Universitetas (Vytautas Magnus
University) in Kaunas, Prof. Z. Žemaitis, mentions the occasion
and the awarding of the medal along with the increased interest from Swedish scientific institutions and the mutual visits
of professors.44 Pakštas’s ideas were supported by Estonian
geographer Edgar Kant,45 but met with little understanding in
Sweden.46 Kant referred to De Geer’s (cited de Geer) study of
the Baltic cities and other articles in his 1926 thesis on the urban
geography of Tartu.47 That Kant had
contact with De Geer is evident from
Kant’s booklet Estland och Baltoskandia, published in Swedish in 1935,
which is dedicated to the memory of
the deceased De Geer and seems to be
a revised Swedish-language version
of his Estlands Zugehörigkeit zu Baltoskandia published in Tartu in 1934.48
Kant even visited De Geer’s
widow and young son Eric in Stockholm.49 Kant’s close relation
to Sten De Geer is also confirmed by Professor Olavi Granö,
son of Johannes Gabriel Granö, the first professor of geography in independent Estonia, who called Kant “Sten De Geer’s
confederate”.50As for direct contacts between Lindhagen and
De Geer, there are no references, but taking into consideration
Lindhagen’s position as mayor of Stockholm and the important
position of the De Geer family (and particularly Sten De Geer’s
scientific work on the urban geography of Stockholm) it is most
likely that they were in personal contact.

man, the King’s Custodian of Antiquities (Riksantikvarie), about
important persons to meet (and others not to meet), after which
Curman in turn, in a formal but hand-written letter, passed the
information on to Sandler.54 In Kaunas, Sandler met Lithuania’s
authoritarian president Antanas Smetona and, among others,
Kazys Pakštas.55 Sandler’s visit and Sweden’s declaration of
neutrality evidently had an impact on Lithuania’s standpoint
towards neutrality.56
There were rumors in Nazi Germany that Sandler, with the
help of Great Britain, would try to form a Baltic–Scandinavian
group of neutral countries in competition with Poland, but these
were only German speculations.57 Sandler’s social democratic
colleague Sven Backlund, the initiator of and a teacher at the
Nordic School for Adult Education in Geneva, envisaged a group
of regions of small states in Europe, but he separated two northern blocs of states divided by the Baltic Sea.58

Social, economic,
and academic contacts
In spite of these fruitless political and theoretical attempts to
create a Scandinavian–Baltic region, there were still of course
economic, cultural, and educational contacts and exchanges.
Swedish–Baltic economic exchange peaked around 1929 and
then dwindled due to recession and
to increasing economic protectionism, and from 1934 due to rising
authoritarianism. Towards the end of
1930 the amount of Swedish tourism
to Estonia (and to a lesser extent to
Latvia) based on the beaches and the
bathing resorts also peaked, but this
decline was motivated also by political and cultural arguments.59 Regarding Lithuania, negotiations for a state loan by the Swedish Match
Company in 1929 increased contacts but also tied the country to
the match monopoly.60
Attempts to formalize a regional cultural cooperation met
with limited interest from Sweden. A committee for cultural
contacts with the Baltic states was founded in 1931 by a group
of professors at the University College of Stockholm, organizing exchanges, courses, and a Baltic conference for historians
in Riga in 1937. The conference included important Stockholm
academics and was arranged from Riga by the lecturer in Swedish language and history (1928–1936) Harry Wallin.61 Two rather
distinguished Swedish officials attended the Second Interbaltic
Conference on Intellectual Cooperation, held on November
29–30, 1936, in Tartu, and even though a planned meeting of
the cultural conference in Stockholm was cancelled, there were
some Swedish delegates at the Baltic Conference on Intellectual
Cooperation held in Riga the same year.62
Adolf Schück, historian and secretary at the Baltic Institute of the
Stockholm University College, in an interview in 1937 with an Estonian academic journal underlined that the status quo in the Baltic
area would be in Sweden’s best interest and should determine the
future cooperation between the Baltic States and Sweden.63

“ATTEMPTS TO
FORMALIZE A
REGIONAL CULTURAL
COOPERATION MET
WITH LIMITED INTEREST
FROM SWEDEN.”

Late geopolitical interest from Sweden
Rickard Sandler (1884–1964), who was Minister of Foreign Affairs
1932–1939 and an academic geographer, “showed a clearly greater interest in political contacts with Baltikum than his predecessors. He evidently wanted in the long term to establish some sort
of connection between the Nordic group of states and the Baltic
one. This was also a Baltic interest. But great-power politics
crushed such ideas.”51 Sandler made an official visit to the three
states in 1937 and was met with warmth and good publicity.52
Before the journey, Professor Adolf Schück53 of Stockholm University College and the Baltic Committee informed Sigurd Cur-
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At Tartu University, a number of Swedish professors were appointed. Philologist Johan Bergman was professor until 1923, but
worked as a politician in the Swedish Parliament to create a chair
in Swedish language and literature at Tartu (see below). Archaeologist Birger Nerman was professor at Tartu University 1923–
1925 and made field excavations in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania
in the early 1930s studying early contacts with Gotland and
Sweden. Other Tartu-based professors included Andreas Bjerre
in penal law until 1925, Helge Kjellin in art history (1921–1924,
and at Riga 1929–1931), and Sten Karling in art history (1933–1941)
who undertook an important study on the building history of the
baroque fortress town of Narva in Estonia. In 1928 the Swedish
Parliament decided to finance a professors’ chair in the Swedish
language at Tartu University. Per Wieselgren held the chair from
1929 until the German occupation in 1941.64
The Latvian University recruited some Swedish academics,
usually men with rather weak merits,65 but also including the
physical anthropologist and anatomy professor Gaston Backman (1920–1926). There were strong contacts in archeology and
ethnology with Professors Birger Nerman and Sigurd Erixon
(both of whom contributed to the anthology in 1935 at the 10th
anniversary of the Swedish–Latvian Association), and one of the
history scholars from 1937, Edgars Dunsdorfs, even studied at
Stockholms Högskola.66
Vytautas Magnus University introduced courses in Swedish
in 1932 and a lectureship in 1935. In November 1936, the lecturer
Knut Olof Falk wrote a memorandum concerning Swedish cultural propaganda in Baltikum where he indicated that the lectureships in Riga and Kaunas were implemented at the Swedish
initiative, mainly from the Baltic Committee, and with increasing
interest from the Swedish state, but the question of remuneration had not been effectively resolved.67
Courses in the Baltic languages and in Estonian were introduced at Stockholm University in 1939 and maintained during
the Second World War with its influx of Baltic refugees, but they
were discontinued in 1950, probably because the Cold War and
the containment of the Soviet Union made contacts with the
Soviet Baltic republics virtually impossible. Some teaching of
Estonian was maintained at the Departments of Finno-Ugric languages of the main universities. The publication Svio-Estonica issued in Tartu continued from Lund in 1943 and in 1948–1971 with
contributions from exiled Estonians.68

Conclusions
In the period between the two world wars, Swedish interest in
the three Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania was in
general extremely limited, whereas from the other side Sweden
was seen as a geopolitically inactive power and consequently as
a possible source of support and an ally against the Baltic states’
two greater neighbors, the Soviet Union and Germany. Culturally and academically, a few interested persons mainly related to
Stockholm and its University College tried to maintain contacts
with the Baltic states, and Tartu University in particular received
a limited number of Swedish scholars. Lithuania, squeezed between the Soviet Union, Germany, and Poland, tried to cultivate
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academic contacts with Sweden, while Latvia seems to have
had little contact with Sweden except for a limited number of
academics working at the university college. Swedish academic
interest in Latvia was almost entirely confined to Stockholm University College, with particular emphasis on archaeology, ethnology, and history related to earlier Swedish influences.69 While
often based on glorifying Swedish history, these contributions
seem to have had no geopolitical aspirations.
The most active Swedes working for direct contacts and a
sense of regional communality across the Baltic Sea were Stockholm’s mayor Carl Lindhagen, geography professor Sten De
Geer, and foreign minister Rickard Sandler, himself an academic
geographer.70 Lindhagen and Sandler were obviously in contact as
members of Parliament and of the Social Democratic Party, and
they both signed a public appeal in July 1918 in support for a collection of money for the worker victims of the Finnish civil war,
with Lindhagen then representing the breakaway Left Party of the
Social Democrats.71 De Geer and Lindhagen were both involved in
the development of Stockholm, while De Geer and Sandler were
both members of the Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography. Sten De Geer’s early death put an end to a relationship with
Estonian geographer Edgar Kant, later to become vice-chancellor
of Tartu University and who later became a refugee in Sweden,
where he provided the impetus for the modernization of social geography. The Swedish academic contacts with Latvia were weaker
and were mainly confined to Swedish interest in the history and
pre-history in the area. In the case of Lithuania, Lindhagen’s interest, Sandler’s visit, and the efforts by Kazys Pakštas and Ignas
Šeinius/Scheynius created some important contacts despite a lack
of “natural proximity”, but perhaps explicable by the vulnerable
geopolitical situation of the country.≈
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Carl Lindhagen Motioner (from Lundqvist, 1995)
AK: Second, FK First Chamber. In cases when a motion was directly caused by a
proposition, the motion is in italics.
AK 1914B:214. Ang. befordrande av vänskapliga förbindelser mellan Sverige
och Ryssland.
FK: 1920: 142 Främjande av skandinaviskt och baltiskt samarbete i
lagstiftningsfrågor m.m.
1922:90

En fristående svensk, eventuellt nordisk, baltisk, eller samfällt
småstatlig avrustning.

1923:146

Initiativ for att nationernas självbestämningsrätt antas som
internationell lag.

1925:170

Nationernas självbestämningsrätt som en internationell
rättsfråga.
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Det paneuropeiska problemet.
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Inrättande av en permanent representation for Sverige uti
Kovno i Litauen.

1936:3

Nordens framträdande med ny utrikespolitik.
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En Sveriges och Nordens fredsplan för en varaktig fred.

1937:219
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Nordens fredsplan.
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