Introduction

SWEDEN’S COLONIAL EXPERIENCE

o [w] a

The Lundin Affair

On October 18, 2018, the Swedish government made an unusual announce-
ment: it had decided to approve the prosecution of Lundin Petroleum, a
Swedish oil company, for its contribution to “gross human rights violations”
in southern Sudan between 1997 and 2003. During that period, the com-
pany had been one of the most prominent oil explorers and producers in
what was then still a single Sudanese state. According to the prosecutors,
the company had cooperated with the controversial Khartoum regime in
“securing” large areas where drilling was conducted. In this context, tens
of thousands of local people had been forced to leave their villages, which
subsequently had been burned down and destroyed, and thousands of civil-
ians had been killed in the process. The prosecutors claimed to have ample
evidence that Lundin Petroleum, whose directors were now held responsible
and faced a possible lifetime prison sentence, had assisted in “mass killings”
and “crimes against humanity.”

The Lundin family had been in the oil business for over thirty years,
initially under the leadership of Adolf H. Lundin (1932-2006), a Swedish
mining engineer educated at KTH Royal Institute of Technology in
Stockholm. Having worked for Shell and Nynis Petroleum in the 1960s
and 1970s, he had become an independent oil man in 1981. In 1997 his
company, International Petroleum, was restructured and renamed Lundin
Oil (from 2001: Lundin Petroleum; from 2020: Lundin Energy). At that
time, its areas of involvement spanned the North Sea, Malaysia, Vietnam,
Libya, and the Falkland Islands/Malvinas, while it was also starting up
prospecting and exploration activities in Sudan. Adolf Lundin was widely
admired in Swedish business circles and in 1998 received ofhicial recognition
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for his achievements, being named the “International Swede of the Year” by
His Royal Majesty the King.?

A year later Lundin struck oil in Sudan, through a discovery in the Thar
Jath structure (“Block 5A”) in southern Sudan. The find was so promising
that Adolf Lundin and his son, Ian Lundin, to whom actual leadership of
the company was being passed, took the radical decision to concentrate all
of its exploration efforts on this single region of the world. Southern Sudan,
however, was a risky and dangerous area to operate in. A bloody civil war
had raged there since 1983 between forces loyal to the central government
in Khartoum and a number of separatist guerrilla groups. The south, whose
population was mainly black and Christian, dreamed of forming its own
state, independent of the Muslim-dominated Khartoum government. It was
also in the south that the country’s oil wealth resided, and this wealth was a
main focus of the war. Khartoum needed oil to finance the war against the
south, while the oil companies, for their part, depended on military protec-
tion for their exploration and production activities. The relationship was
synergetic. Although the oil companies were not—or did not want to be—
fully aware of it, the government was helping them by “preparing” entire
areas through a scorched-earth strategy. Numerous villages were ransacked;
further intensification of oil drilling by the companies went hand in hand
with escalating violence. Human rights observers were alarmed, and from
1997 the United States, under the Clinton administration, banned all
American companies from investing or operating in Sudan. The ensuing
Bush administration, pushed by powerful Christian organizations with ties
to southern Sudan, strengthened that campaign. By 2001 all Western oil
companies had left the country, with two notable exceptions: the Canadian
company Talisman Energy, and the Swedes.?

To strengthen its position in Sudan, Lundin and its owners recruited a
number of board members with far-reaching experience in international
business and politics. One of them was the former Swedish prime minister
Carl Bildt, who joined Lundin in 2000. In this position he contributed,
among other things, to the strategic corporate decision to focus on Sudan
and sell off the company’s stakes elsewhere. The Lundin directors judged
that Bildt’s extensive political experience and personal networks might be of
great use in negotiations with Khartoum for drilling rights and privileges of
various kinds. They knew that oil exploration and production depended crit-
ically on smooth relations with the regimes that controlled the oil regions.

Lundin eventually gave up its Sudanese venture in 2003, and Carl Bildt
resigned from the board a few years later upon his return to Swedish politics
(he was appointed Swedish foreign minister in 2006). But human rights
groups continued to investigate how the company, with Bildt on the board,
had acted during its activities in southern Sudan. In 2018, by which time
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Figure 0.1. Work is in full swing at Lundin Oil’s oil drilling site in Sudan, April
2001. Source: Photo by Paul Hansen / T'T, reproduced with permission.
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South Sudan had achieved its goal of political independence, the protracted
attempts to bring Lundin to court were finally successful.*

The general public was shocked to learn about the involvement of a
Swedish company and high-level Swedish politicians in the Sudanese oil
industry. Most news about oil in Africa in the early twenty-first century
centered on the activities of large international oil companies, such as BP,
Shell, Exxon, and Total, and the large state-owned Chinese oil companies,
which increasingly challenged the latter on the African continent. Critics
claimed that the increasingly aggressive activities of non-African companies
and governments in African oil amounted to a new wave of colonialism in
Africa. So what were a Swedish company like Lundin Oil and Swedish poli-
ticians like Carl Bildt doing there? Sweden, a small North European nation,
was widely known as a peaceful, prosperous country that made advanced
technical products, awarded the Nobel Prizes, lived in harmony with nature
and enjoyed one of the lowest levels of corruption in the world. In world
politics it offered itself as a morally superior counterpart to the great powers;
Carl Bildt, in one of his speeches to Parliament, had proudly stated that
Sweden was a “humanitarian superpower.” It was a country that had not
been at war for two hundred years and whose diplomats—including Bildt
himself—were often called upon, in their capacity as benign, trustworthy,
and neutral parties, to mediate between enemies in wars and conflicts.
Sweden was a safe haven for refugees from war-torn regions, a society spear-
heading social and gender equality—and one that lacked a dark colonial
past. A Swedish oil company, with a former Swedish prime minister on its
board, being accused of “crimes against humanity” did not really fit into
that picture.

And yet the Lundin affair was by no means the only case of twenty-
first-century Swedish involvement in controversial projects beyond its own
borders. A few years earlier in Tanzania, for example, a company called
Svensk Etanolkemi AB (SEKAB) had spearheaded a huge biofuels project,
centering on large-scale sugarcane plantations and an adjacent bio-ethanol
processing plant. The complex was to be located right next to an ecologically
sensitive national park. Many Tanzanians and foreign observers found the
project disturbing due to its similarities with classical European imperial
undertakings in Africa. SEKAB’s idea was not so much to assist Tanzania
in its agro-industrial modernization efforts as to reap a handsome profit
from harvesting Tanzanian sugarcane and exporting refined bio-ethanol
to customers in Europe. While this was linked to Swedish and European
efforts to cope with climate change, critics argued that the project came
at the expense of environmental degradation in East Africa, and that the
economic benefits for the Tanzanians were marginal at best. For this reason,
SEKAB was accused of “neo-colonialism.”
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In Chile, meanwhile, eight hundred inhabitants of the city of Arica were
suing Boliden, a Swedish mining company, for $10 million USD. The back-
ground was a murky business agreement, concluded back in the 1980s, that
had allowed Boliden to export to Arica very large volumes of smelter sludge,
stemming from the company’s copper, zinc, and lead processing plant at
Skellefted in northern Sweden. The need to dispose of this dangerous toxic
waste product, which contained large concentrations of arsenic and mercury,
had been quite a headache for Boliden’s managers. Accordingly, they had
been happy to see the sludge disappear beyond the horizon on large cargo
ships, destined for a distant continent. According to the agreement, a Chilean
firm, Promel, would receive the toxic waste and then process the material.
But in the early 1990s Promel went bankrupt—before the waste had been
processed. And so it remained where it was, gradually producing a series of
unwelcome environmental and health problems for Arica’s population.”

Another controversial case concerned Sweden’s large-scale imports of
uranium ore from Namibia. Sweden was one of the world’s most heavily
nuclearized countries, relying on nuclear power for nearly half of its total
electricity needs. This had helped Sweden to keep its electricity prices low
and improve the competitiveness of its energy-intensive export industry—
one of the central pillars on which the country’s economic and social pros-
perity rested. Although Sweden held some of the world’s largest uranium
reserves on its own territory, domestic uranium mining had shut down
in 1969 because it was considered unprofitable and, above all, environ-
mentally hazardous. Seeking a way around those problems, the country’s
nuclear fuel supply agency, which featured strong state participation,
had forged uranium import deals with various colonial and postcolonial
regions, enabling uranium from mines in Canadian First Nations territo-
ries, Australian Aboriginal lands, the Central Asian steppe, and, in par-
ticular, the immense Réssing uranium mine in Namibia, to find its way
into Swedish nuclear reactors. The nuclear operators were subject to severe
criticism from human rights groups and environmental NGOs for their
lack of awareness and control of the quasi-colonial conditions under which
Sweden’s Namibian uranium was mined and refined.?

And then there was Eastern Europe, where the Swedish state-owned
energy company Vattenfall, to the surprise of observers at home and abroad,
had become deeply involved in large-scale lignite mining. Through a series
of much-publicized company takeovers in the years around 2000, it had,
among other things, come into possession of the former GDR’s vast lignite
mining complex, comprising both the mines themselves and an array of
lignite burning power plants erected next to the mines. Other European
energy and mining companies had been reluctant to take on these infamous
remnants of the ex-communist country’s extractive industry, which had
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been scaled up during the Cold War under what Western observers had
regarded as a semi-colonial relationship between Moscow and East Berlin.
The lignite mines became the basis for Vattenfall’s rise to one of Europe’s
largest electricity companies in the years that followed. The company’s activ-
ities made headlines in both Swedish and German media, especially when
one or the other German village was sacrificed for the steadily advancing
lignite extraction frontier. However, Vattenfall and the Swedish govern-
ment were reluctant to close the controversial mines, because they generated
a sizeable annual profit that fed the Swedish state treasury.’

From Sudan and Namibia to Chile and East Germany—it seemed that
Swedish actors were all over the place. They were engaged in exploitative
projects on all continents, often with the active participation of Swedish
state agencies—and typically under conditions that critics described as, in
one way or another, colonial.

Sweden’s Colonial Experience

This book develops the argument that the cases above are in no way excep-
tional when it comes to Sweden’s global experience. On the contrary, it
reveals that Swedish participation in foreign exploitative projects, especially
in the (post)colonial world, forms one of the pillars on which Sweden as a
modern, industrial nation rests—and that it has done so for at least a cen-
tury and a half. The book explores the historical underpinnings of ongoing
Swedish exploitation of foreign lands, scrutinizing the ways in which cases
such as Lundin Oil’s explorative ventures in southern Sudan, shocking and
exceptional as they seemed to many, were deeply rooted in habits and tradi-
tions established over the past 150 years. Uncovering these legacies, we set
out to tell a story that is at odds with conventional narratives of Sweden and
its past. It is a darker and more uncomfortable tale than the ones Swedish
schoolchildren are presented with in their history classes and, indeed, a very
different story from the ones that figure in public narratives, let alone the
nation-branding activities that Swedish state agencies promote these days. It
is a story that needs to be told.

Colonialism and imperialism are terms that make us think of a few
well-known Western powers and the multitude of colonies these established
around the world, starting around five hundred years ago. Portugal and
Spain, the history books tell us, emerged as the modern era’s first colonial
powers. They were followed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by
the Netherlands and Britain. France followed suit in the nineteenth century.
Russia also emerged as a large imperial power, although in this case the urge
to colonize new territories did not involve overseas expansion, save for its
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move into Alaska. Belgium, Germany, and the United States emerged as
colonial forces in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as did
Japan. Current debates about “neo-colonialism,” for their part, tend to center
on Chinese, Russian, and American ambitions to dominate various regions
in Africa, Latin America, Central Asia, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.

In recent years, however, historians and others have become increas-
ingly preoccupied with how the smaller nations—or, more precisely, those
that never developed any colonial empires of their own—fit into the wider
history of colonialism and imperialism. A growing number of scholars have
come to the conclusion that these countries, too, have a colonial past.
This is evident not least for the Nordic countries. Magdalena Naum and
Jonas Nordin, for example, note that while Sweden and Denmark—the
two most powerful Nordic countries—had “relatively few and generally
short-lived overseas colonies,” they remained “active players in the trans-
oceanic trade, engaged in extensive exploitation projects at the fringes of
their dominions, and they participated and contributed to the international
intellectual debates justifying slavery, exploration and taking possession
overseas.”!® Janina Priebe, likewise, shows how Denmark, at the turn of
the twentieth century, was deeply involved in “economic imperialism” in
both close and distant lands." Kirsten Alsaker Kjerland and Bjern Enge
Bertelsen make similar observations about Norway, exploring, among other
things, the critical role of the Norwegian shipping industry in connecting
the metropoles of Europe’s imperial powers with their overseas colonies and
the multitude of Norwegian plantations that proliferated in both Africa
and Oceania in the decades around 1900."* Switzerland is another country
whose history has recently been problematized in relation to modern impe-
rialism. Lea Haller, for example, has shown how Switzerland became the
“clearing house” for a huge part of Europe’s colonial trade in products from
coffee to petroleum—a powerful role that the Swiss maintain to this day."
The history of Central and Eastern European countries, too, has become
subject to critical historical analysis from a colonial point of view."*

These research efforts are highly welcome not least in view of what they
add to our understanding of the diversity of colonialism and imperialism,
which, as emphasized by Robert Young, “were nothing if not heteroge-
neous, often contradictory practices.”” The cases referred to above seem
to confirm that we cannot grasp the imperial and colonial histories of the
smaller countries by generalizing or extrapolating from the experiences of
Britain, France, or Spain. We need to explore them as colonial histories
in their own right and with their unique characteristics. Moreover, as we
will argue in this book, findings about the colonial histories of the smaller
nations can significantly enrich existing theoretical and conceptual frame-
works about colonialism and imperialism.
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Sweden’s colonial past is most visible in the early modern period, and this
period is also the one that has been best studied so far by Swedish colonial
historians. Thanks to these research efforts we now know a great deal about
Swedish colonial ventures overseas in the period up to the early nineteenth
century.'® The period comprises a range of colonial undertakings, starting
with the establishment of Swedish settler colonies on the opposite shores of
the Baltic Sea and ending with ambitions to obtain colonies further away.
The literature features multiple works on short-lived colonies such as New
Sweden in North America (1638-55) and the trading posts at Cabo Corso
in Africa (also known popularly as the “Swedish Gold Coast” (1650-63)).
An impressive range of studies have explored Sweden’s possession of the
tiny Caribbean island of Saint Barthélemy, acquired in the late eighteenth
century.” In 1878, however, this Swedish colony was sold to France, and
since then Sweden has not had any formal colonial possessions at all, either
in the Baltic Sea region or in the non-European world.

And yet Sweden’s colonial history can hardly be said to have ended in
1878. On the contrary, the 1870s mark the beginning of a new phase in
the country’s overseas endeavors—a phase that, as the ensuing chapters will
demonstrate, became even more intense and dynamic than the preceding
one. This is hardly surprising if seen in relation to the well-established fact
that, as authors such as Corey Ross remind us, it is only with the onset of
what economic historians refer to as the Second Industrial Revolution that
European, American, and Japanese empire-building takes off in earnest;
the period before the 1870s was in essence a mere prelude to what was to
come.'® As we will see, Sweden scaled up its colonial activities accordingly
during the decades that followed.

To understand how this was possible we must, to begin with, acknowl-
edge that colonialism is about much more than taking formal possession
of foreign territories. Historians have long since agreed that colonialism
and imperialism can be much more informal, yet real, and that, as both
academics and politicians have argued with fervor, colonialism as a system
of domination does not necessarily end with formal decolonization. Various
terms have been put forth by scholars in their attempts to understand and
theorize these phenomena, including the Leninist notion of “semi-colonial-
ism” as an intermediate stage in the historical development of some regions;
John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson’s “imperialism of free trade™" and
Jean-Paul Sartre’s and Kwame Nkrumah’s concept of neo-colonialism (or
neo-imperialism).?* The most important and widely used theoretical term,
however, is that of “informal empire.”

The literature models informal empire as a form of domination that
hinges on latent threats of violence (“gunboat diplomacy”), harsh diplomatic
pressure, and privileges of various kinds as codified in “unequal treaties.”
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It sometimes involves the right to station troops in the host country and
intervene in its military affairs—without laying formal claim to the land.
The imperialist power is frequently able to place its own representatives or
“advisors” in the host country’s government while at the same time relying
on local “collaboration elites.” The ultimate purpose of informal empire, the
literature tells us, is usually linked to (the protection of) sizeable economic
interests (trade, investments, loans), typically in mining or other forms of
primary production.?

It is difficult to identify any real-world informal empire that actually
matches this list of typical features; as Jirgen Osterhammel points out,
“informal empire”—just like its “formal” counterpart—constitutes an ideal
type and the list of conditions might well be “understood as constituting
a sliding scale which would allow special features of particular historic
cases to be pinpointed and contrasted with similar or related ones.”** In
other words, we are likely to find, in world history, an impressive diversity
of informal colonial experiences. Adding the smaller European nations to
the analysis of informal empire should be a natural part of exploring this
diversity. While we might not be able to find a “perfect” case of Swedish
informal empire anywhere in the world, this book examines numerous cases
where the relevance of “informal empire” as a term deserves attention. In
the ensuing chapters we will meet, for example, several large-scale Swedish
extractive enterprises that sought to dominate and control a poorer country’s
or region’s economic life. We will be introduced to a range of Swedish
diplomats and foreign policymakers who intervened in the internal political
affairs of poorer states, along with Swedish scientists and other supposedly
non-political experts who accepted powerful “advisory” positions, including
in military affairs. We will see how Swedish actors provided various forms
of “aid” to poorer states, often linked to a strategy of turning such aid into
power and profits. Most strikingly, we will see how Swedish state actors,
industrial managers, and scientific and technical experts repeatedly joined
forces in carefully orchestrated—though not always successful—attempts
to profit, economically and politically, from deep engagements with the
colonial world. Seen individually, the cases to be discussed may look like
peculiar exceptions to the established truth that Sweden does not have a
colonial history in the industrial age; seen collectively, they allow us to
discern a pattern of informal colonial undertakings in Swedish history since
1870.

Closely linked to the notions of informal empire, semi-colonialism, and
neo-colonialism is the concept of “internal colonization.” It is a useful term
that helps us to understand another important trait of Swedish colonialism
in the industrial age. Internal colonization is usually thought of as colonial-
ism that does not involve expansion into foreign territories, but rather takes
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place within already defined political domains. At focus are, in particular,
internal domains inhabited by indigenous peoples. For the latter, the theo-
retical distinction between external and internal colonialism may, admit-
tedly, appear irrelevant. For the historian, however, it is crucial to include
internal colonialism in the overall analysis; otherwise the colonial-style
phenomena that over the years have been omnipresent in many parts of the
world are invisibilized. Typical cases of internal colonization are China’s
imperial rule in Tibet, Inner Mongolia, and Xinjiang; Brazil’s quest for
control of Amazonia; and Russia’s colonization of Siberia.?

Sweden, as well as Norway and Finland, also pursued internal colonial-
ism in their northern regions, in Sdpmi, home to the indigenous Sdmi
people. Resources from Sdpmi, including minerals, forests, and dammed
rivers, have been used to benefit the state and businesses for hundreds of
years, leaving the locals with the consequences of resource exploitation. This
development has been studied by numerous historians.? In the twenty-first
century it is still ongoing. It is now being referred to as “green colonialism,”
since the vast resources of the northern regions, this time, are being used
to enable an energy transition. Just as before, the internal colonial activi-
ties in the north disregard the impact on the residents who live and work
in the Arctic.” In 2021 the Swedish state launched the Truth Commission
for the Simi People, aiming to investigate the impacts of Swedish state
policies on the Sdmi, examining historical as well as current policies. In
most of these cases the notion of internal colonialism remains subject to
heated debate both among historians and in the realm of political debate.
While we will not address Sweden’s internal colonization of Swedish-ruled
Sdpmi in this book, the notion of internal colonialism is highly relevant
for our analysis. This is because Swedish actors, during the period in focus,
were very active in internal colonization processes elsewhere in the world—
notably in Russia, Turkey, and China.

This brings us to another important theme: the transnational entangle-
ments between Swedish and non-Swedish actors in colonial history. Colonial
historians have long recognized that colonialism and imperialism are deeply
transnational phenomena—not only in terms of the cross-cultural encoun-
ters between European and non-European polities and peoples, but also
in terms of the chaotic multitude of European nationals that contributed
to the making of one or the other colonial region. Maria Paula Diogo
and Dirk van Laak, in this context, point to the need for a multi-actor or
multi-polar approach.? Jiirgen Osterhammel and Jan C. Jansen, for their
part, observe that there were a multitude of “transfers, negotiations, and
exchange relations” between the colonial powers. On-site personnel were
in no way nationally homogeneous: “ship crews, colonial troops, and mis-
sionary societies were made up of many nationalities.”” Already in the
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eighteenth century, a prominent colonial venture such as the Caribbean
sugar industry was run by a virtually pan-European community of planta-
tion managers, including one or the other Swedish planter. But that was
only the beginning. The transnational entanglements increased dramati-
cally over time and became ever more chaotic following the worldwide
trend towards free trade in the nineteenth century. This led, for example,
to German capitalists investing heavily in British colonies, while Russian
colonial railway building was financed largely by French and Belgian
banks.?® In this sense Belgium, on the eve of World War I, was not merely
a colonial power in the Belgian Congo, but also in Russia’s colonization of
Siberia and Central Asia. As we will see in this book, Swedish capitalists
behaved no differently: just like the Germans, the French, the Belgians, and
many others, they invested massively in (non-Swedish) colonial regions all
over the world, from Siberia and Hong Kong to Algeria and East Africa.
Needless to say, Swedish trading houses were also intensively involved in
the global trade in “colonial commodities” and raw materials of various
kinds—from guano and rubber to petroleum and rare metals—while
earning handsome profits from exporting Swedish industrial items to the
colonial world, often brought there on Swedish keels. Many of these items,
such as Swedish-made weapons, mining tools, and railway and telecom-
munications equipment, became powerful “tools of empire,” to use Daniel
Headrick’s term,” in the respective colonies—that is, they were put to
use in the very process of colonization and in order to sustain and extend
already established colonial rule. A surge in the transnational mobility
of people mirrored these spiraling colonial trade relations. Swedish mis-
sionaries, adventurers, soldiers, doctors, skippers, scientists, and engineers
were active everywhere, contributing to the colonial efforts of the imperial
powers.

Even more intriguing, from a theoretical point of view, is the very
opposite of participation in other Western nations’ empire-building efforts,
in the form of Swedish cooperation with the (formally or informally)
colonized countries. It is here, arguably, that we find the most powerful
Swedish strategy in navigating colonial orders. Striking deals with political
leaders in colonized territories and, in the context of decolonization, newly
independent nations was often identified as an alternative to cooperation
with the great powers, although the ultimate goal remained the same: to
profit—economically, but also politically—from the exploitation of one
or the other poorer country. Swedish political and industrial actors often
sided with the poorer countries in their struggle for freedom from Western
(formal and informal) imperial rule. The Swedes—be it in early Republican
China, Interwar Turkey, or postwar Africa—pointed to themselves as
being different from the great powers, emphasizing that they lacked undue
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military or geopolitical ambitions and that they could hence be trusted.
They mobilized the international image of Sweden as a benign, neutral,
non-aligned, and innocent state with high moral standards and impressive
scientific and technical competence—strengths that they were happy to
share with the poorer states. The result was, paradoxically, that the poorer
states repeatedly invited Swedish actors to take on a role that resembled
that of a dominant imperial power. For example, Swedish experts took up
powerful advisory positions in one or the other poorer state’s government,
Swedish policemen were called upon to build up security forces, while
Swedish industrial companies set out to exploit the poorer state’s natural
resources, lay new railway lines and build other strategic infrastructure,
and even erect military arsenals. Mutual trust and understanding laid the
foundation of all this. It was an arrangement that was as far away as one
could get from the harsh antagonism and “gunboat diplomacy” of the
“real” imperial powers. It was the empire of a small and neutral state.

Outline of the Book

The chapters in this book explore Swedish colonialism in the industrial
age specifically through the lens of natural resource exploitation—a theme
that has always been central in analyses of colonialism and imperialism
and which, as we will show, allows us to understand and disentangle the
complexity of Sweden’s (post)colonial activities. Guided by the conceptual
discussion above, we examine Swedish involvement in different segments
of colonial resource supply chains, from the prospecting, exploration, and
extraction of colonial resources to their refining, transportation, and mar-
keting. We will see how Swedish actors participated in negotiations about
access to colonial resources, how they sought to contribute to establishing
the “rules of the game” for colonial resource extraction, and how they
sought to extend their involvement in resource supply chains to other parts
of the colonial economy. Last but not least, the chapters trace repeated
Swedish attempts to use involvement in colonial extractivism as a lever to
strengthen Sweden’s political power in the (post)colonial world.

The book is divided into two main parts, targeting Swedish activities
in Africa and Eurasia. For each of these two macro-regions, we tell the
story of Swedish colonialism from the late nineteenth century to the late
twentieth century through several in-depth case studies. Together, these
offer a multi-faceted view into Swedish colonialism in the industrial age.

Part I, which focuses on Africa, starts out by addressing Sweden’s par-
ticipation at the notorious 1884—85 Berlin Conference on West Africa
(Chapter 1). The conference, at which political leaders and diplomats from
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all the major Western powers came together, was a seminal event in the
process of European empire-building in Africa. Laying down the inter-
national framework for colonizing the continent, it marked the starting
point for the “Scramble for Africa.” None of the standard Swedish history
books makes any mention of the fact that Swedish diplomats played an
active role in the Berlin Conference. Seeking to guard Sweden’s African
interests in terms of politics and trade, they participated in the negotia-
tions and eventually signed the main treaty resulting from the conference:
the General Act. Sweden also signed a separate bilateral treaty with Belgian
King Leopold’s International Congo Association. Although Sweden never
acquired any African colony of its own in this brave new era, the outcome
of the conference was celebrated by Swedish diplomats and businessmen
as an important achievement, seen to protect Sweden’s future business
interests in the region, especially in view of a potentially lucrative trade in
natural resources.

Immediately after the Berlin Conference, Sweden’s African activities
started to take more concrete form, as further explored in Chapter 2.
A range of Swedish scientists and explorers set out to map several West
African regions and collect information of industrial and political sig-
nificance. While there had been a few Swedish expeditions to West Africa
before the industrial era, things were now scaled up. Sponsored by private
Swedish companies and/or state agencies, the explorers studied—their sci-
entific interests aside—the possibilities for future colonial investments in
Africa and for large-scale shipments of African natural resources from the
continent’s interior to the coast and onwards to world markets. Initially,
these explorative activities did not result in any concrete projects or trade
arrangements, and the Swedish business press complained about the lack
of Swedish entrepreneurial initiative in Africa’s colonial world. The 1910s,
however, saw a wave of Swedish investments in large-scale African planta-
tion ventures, especially in British and Portuguese East Africa. This was
followed, in the 1920s, by bold Swedish mining investments in French
North Africa.

Sweden’s interest in Africa’s colonial resource riches increased further
after World War II. Chapter 3, written by our guest author Karl Bruno,
scrutinizes the most important Swedish-led extractive project on the
African continent during this period, targeting Liberia’s untapped iron
ore deposits. Swedish industrialists built the iron ore mine at Nimba, near
the border with Guinea, from scratch, complete with a 250-kilometer
railway from this landlocked location to Buchanan on the coast, where
a new port was built to facilitate ore exports. At its height around 1960,
twelve thousand people were involved in the project. The Swedish foreign
ministry—and Swedish development aid organizations—played critical
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roles in assisting the Swedish industrial actors, believing the project to be
of utmost importance for Swedish-Liberian—and more generally Swedish-
African—political relations. The perception of Sweden as a small, neutral,
and geopolitically benign country was crucial in this context. From the
mid-1960s, however, new political trends made the huge iron project
increasingly controversial in both Liberia and Sweden, and in the 1980s
it was eventually abandoned. The chapter then zooms out by placing the
case of iron ore in the broader context of a more general Swedish postwar
campaign for access to and profits from (post)colonial Africa’s resource
riches in a turbulent age of decolonization and rapid industrialization
worldwide.

Sweden’s early African interests were part of a more general phenome-
non. At the time when the Berlin Conference was held, Swedish diplomats,
business enterprises, and scientists were also becoming active in several
other colonial regions of the world. Part II, which targets Eurasia, starts
out with the story of how a number of Swedish scientific and indus-
trial actors pioneered large-scale Russian resource colonialism (Chapter
4). Russia’s colonialism was mainly internal, spanning vast multicultural
territories such as Siberia, Central Asia, and Caucasia. In Caucasia, Ludvig
and Robert Nobel, Swedish engineers-entrepreneurs at home in Imperial
Russia, came to play the leading role in establishing the Russian petroleum
industry. Sweden’s best geologists were called upon to explore Russia’s
colonial oil wealth, and Swedish shipyards built innovative tanker ships
designed to distribute Baku’s colonial oil to Russia proper and abroad.
When Baku’s oil fields showed signs of depletion in the early 1900s, the
Nobels pushed the colonial resource frontier by investing in prospect-
ing and exploration on the opposite shores of the Caspian—in Russian
Turkestan (present-day Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan). The
Nobel company’s assets were eventually nationalized in 1920-21 following
the Bolshevik revolution and the Civil War.

Shifting the focus further east, Chapter 5 turns to Swedish natural
resource interests in semi-colonial China after the fall of the Qing Empire
in 1911. Since the mid-nineteenth century, Japan and the Western great
powers had radically strengthened their presence in China, setting up
colonial settlements along the coast and dividing mainland China into
spheres of interest. Sweden wanted to be part of this, albeit without military
action. Our story begins in 1914, when Swedish diplomats managed to nail
down a unique agreement with the new Chinese rulers, through which
Johan Gunnar Andersson, head of the Swedish Geological Survey, was
entrusted with the task of setting up a Chinese Geological Survey modeled
after its Swedish counterpart. Sweden’s perceived neutrality and geopoliti-
cal weakness played a key part in making this possible, as the Chinese were
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extremely suspicious of scientific advisors from Japan, the United States,
and Europe’s imperial powers. Andersson promised the new Republican
Chinese government to help China take control of its own resource riches
and put Western and Japanese resource colonialism in China to a definite
end. Swedish businesses, however, wasted no time in seeking to capitalize
on Andersson’s appointment. In what followed, a heterogeneous Swedish
alliance of scientists, diplomats, banks, and industrial companies worked
feverishly to establish a quasi-colonial Swedish presence in China, centered
on the extraction of iron ore and other metals mined in China’s interior.

In the 1920s, Swedish diplomats and industrial actors tried to emulate
their Chinese experience in the newly established Turkish Republic, as
detailed in Chapter 6. The Ottoman Empire’s natural resources had been
subject to far-reaching exploitation by Western Europe’s imperial powers in
the decades around 1900. In the new Turkish era, Sweden tried to catch up
with the latter powers by forging close diplomatic relations with Atatiirk’s
government, profiling itself as a small, neutral, and friendly partner inter-
ested in cooperative arrangements. Their cooperation was launched when
Swedish political and industrial interests joined forces with Danish busi-
nesses to build two long-distance railways designed to enable the exploi-
tation of Turkish forests and copper deposits. This was soon followed
by another remarkable project, in which Sandvikens Jernverk—a leading
Swedish steel producer—set out to secure its need for chromium ore (of key
importance for advanced steel production) from Turkish sources. At the
time, Sandviken sourced its chromium from British and French colonies.
However, the company feared the British Empire’s growing dominance in
the global chromium ore market. Thus, in 1928 Sandviken joined forces
with several other Swedish steel producers, forming a consortium that,
with ample help from Swedish foreign policy actors, managed to establish
an independent source of chromium ore in Turkey by launching several
mining projects in Anatolia. Initially these were hailed as a triumph for
Sweden and its steel industry. Subsequently the Swedish chromium ore
mining company started to make big losses; after a series of heated debates
among those involved, it was ultimately abandoned. We conclude that
the project failed because of changes in the world chromium market, the
global economic crisis, cultural clashes, and not least the Swedish reluc-
tance to scale up its mining activities so that they might compete success-
fully with Rhodesian, New Caledonian, and Baluchistani ore.

In Chapter 7, we conclude the Eurasian part of the book by returning
to Russia. The 1917 Bolshevik revolution, the demise of Imperial Russia,
and the rise of the Soviet Union spelled disaster for numerous Swedish
businesses involved in resource extraction across the vastness of the
tsar’s domains. But the chaotic years of the revolution and the Civil War
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(1917-21) and the relatively open period of the New Economic Policy
(1921-28) also opened up new opportunities for resource-related invest-
ment in and trade with Russia. For example, Swedish industries were
quick to secure a deal with the Bolsheviks for the sale of a thousand (!)
Swedish locomotives, which Lenin’s new government hoped would help
revive the rail transport of crude and refined natural resources from distant
colonial regions in Siberia, Central Asia, and Caucasia to the main indus-
trial regions. Another deal ensured Swedish delivery of key equipment
to aluminum smelting facilities in the Russian Far North. During the
Cold War, then, in which Sweden took a neutral stance, these deals were
radically scaled up as Swedish companies, assisted by foreign policy
actors, supplied a plethora of advanced transport, extractive, and resource-
processing technologies to the Red Empire. The arrangement took the
form of countertrade deals. More specifically, in return for its industrial
exports to the Soviet Union, Sweden began importing vast volumes of
Soviet minerals and fossil fuels, most of which were extracted in the Soviet
Union’s colonial regions. The Swedish industrial actors involved, let alone
the general Swedish public, were happily unaware of the actual conditions
under which the Soviet resources were extracted and refined.

The concluding chapter of the book discusses the Swedish colonial expe-
rience as a whole, putting it into a wider historical and theoretical context.
Sweden’s recent accession to NATO, which marks the end of nearly two
centuries of Swedish neutrality, is seen to raise new questions about Swedish
colonialism. Drawing on the diversity of case studies discussed in the
preceding chapters, we set out to delineate the Swedish “style” of partici-
pation in global exploitative colonialism. We then compare this style with
the styles of other countries, large and small. Finally, we elaborate on how
the study of smaller nations’ colonial experiences can help enrich the wider
academic and popular discourse about colonialism and imperialism.
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