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By the end of 2009, in both Finland and Sweden the bicentennial commemora-
tion of the dissolution of the common realm was drawing to a close. At the same 
time, what was being celebrated was the birth of an autonomous Finland. These 
commemorations have offered a rare occasion to explicate the annexation of Fin-
land into the Russian Empire and the issues involved in it. Rather less to the fore 
has been the union of Sweden and Norway, which was also a consequence of the 
Finnish War of 1808–1809, at least when seen in a pan-European context.1 

In what follows, I shall concentrate on analyzing the Peace Treaty of Fredriks-
hamn of September 1809 and its consequences. Thus I will not deal with the 
Finnish War as such. It is widely accepted that the war in Finland was one of the 
side effects of the French Revolution and the chain of European-wide unrest and 
revolutionary upheaval that followed in its wake. We also know that relations 
between Sweden and Russia were relatively good at the turn of the nineteenth 
century, and indeed again soon after 1809. All these factors have a bearing on the 
Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn. 

The war continued in Norrbotten and Västerbotten in the spring and summer 
of 1809, after Finland had been occupied by the Russian forces in the autumn 
of 1808. The Swedish defence was not made any easier by the fact that the com-
manders of the main Swedish forces left their units to join the heated political 
game that was being played out in Stockholm, the consequence of which being 
Gustavus IV Adolphus’ deposition in March 1809. In Norrland fighting con-
tinued, albeit with little enthusiasm on either side, as far south as Nordmaling 
below Umeå. Sweden, exhausted by the war, sued for peace, and the negotiations 
commenced in mid-August in Fredrikshamn.2 

I shall now discuss the peace treaty itself and its short- and long-term con-
sequences for the societies of Finland and Sweden in the transition from war to 
peace. Here it is important to compare both the different parts of the realm and, 

The Peace Treaty of 
Fredrikshamn and its 
Aftermath in Sweden and 
Finland

Petri Karonen



169

Petri Karonen   |    The Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn and its Aftermath in Sweden and Finland

to some extent, the chronological manifestation of the consequences. First, I shall 
consider the main substance of the peace treaty since it has not been analyzed as a 
whole, despite its crucial significance for both Finland and Sweden: it defined the 
present border between Finland and Sweden and determined the basis for Swed-
ish foreign policy. Moreover, it can be claimed that this peace treaty was the last 
in which some ‘permanent solution’ was reached for Sweden; in this respect, the 
Peace Treaty of Kiel, signed with Denmark in January 1814, was only temporary, 
for the personal union with Norway brought about by it lasted only for some 
one-hundred years.3

Peace Negotiations and the Peace Treaty

Negotiations for peace started in mid-August 1809 in Fredrikshamn (Finnish: 
Hamina) in ‘Old Finland’ (the parts of Finland ceded by Sweden to Russia in 
the eighteenth century). It was quite clear to all the parties involved that even a 
partial restoration of Finland to Sweden was out of the question, at least for the 
time being. The Swedes had no room to manoeuvre; rather it was a question of 
how much they would have to cede to Russia. The preconditions laid down by the 
Russians were the following: 

1. Sweden was to make peace with France, Denmark and Norway. 
2. Sweden was to give up its alliance with England and join the Continental 

Blockade.
3. Sweden was to cede Finland together with the Åland Islands and the north-

ern areas along the Kalix River to Russia.4 

These conditions were almost realized in toto in the final peace treaty. The first 
condition was easy enough for the Swedes to fulfil because both the Swedish gov-
ernment and the people yearned for peace. The second condition was significantly 
connected with the situation at the outset of the Russo-Swedish war: such an ar-
rangement had not suited Gustavus IV Adolphus. However, he had been deposed 
and his policies jettisoned, which meant that the ‘problem of the old power’ was 
no longer an issue. Certainly, in Finland particularly, government officials re-
mained in their posts since their irremovability was one of the central principles 
inherited from the Gustavian period that still remained in force.5

The third condition was awkward in many respects. Finland had been lost de 
facto, and unfortunately there was little room for discussion concerning its fate. 



170

Sjuttonhundratal     |     2010

However, for the Swedes, the Åland Islands’ falling into Russian hands posed a 
serious security threat, for it was considered—as an outworn saying has it—to be 
‘a pistol pointed at the forehead of Stockholm’ or a ‘dagger in the heart of Swe-
den’. However, there was in fact no dispute at all because the Swedes’ situation 
was hopeless; the Russians occupied the Åland Islands, which had nevertheless 
belonged to ‘Finland’ for a long time and thus passed over to Russia along with 
the Province of Turku and Pori. In this situation, the Swedes had no trump cards 
to play.6

The proposal that the border between Sweden and Finland should run along 
the Kalix River was very difficult for the Swedes to accept. The region was very 
thinly populated, but the inhabitants were mostly Finnish-speakers, and both the 
Swedes and the Russians knew that it was rich in iron ore.7 In fact, this was the 
only Russian precondition that the Swedish negotiators were able to success-
fully challenge. The northern border between Sweden and Russia—and thus later 
also Finland—was drawn along the Torneå and Muonio rivers, and is still in 
place today. Hindsight would show that this was not necessarily the best possible 
solution, since the problems of the border region were accentuated by the new 
frontier.8

The peace treaty was signed after a month’s negotiations on September 17, 
1809. It was published already in the same year, which was unusual in Sweden 
because after lost wars the central government tended to maintain silence over 
such matters,9 but in this case it was necessary for the new authorities to make 
the treaty public in order to justify their actions; they had to establish and retain 
legitimacy after the difficult times of war. Furthermore, the treaty entailed con-
siderable administrative changes, especially in northern Sweden, that had to be 
implemented swiftly, and therefore the rationale behind them had to be clear and 
based on the provisions of the peace treaty.10

The treaty consisted of just twenty-one articles. In addition to matters con-
cerning the ending of hostilities, the four major areas of emphasis in the treaty ’s 
provisions for Sweden were the following:

1. The restoration of peace between Sweden and France and its allies and par-
ticipation in the Continental Blockade (Articles 2 and 3)

2. Territorial losses of Sweden to Russia (esp. Articles 4 and 5)
3. The safeguarding of the status of Finns and Swedes in the new situation 

(esp. Articles 6, 9 and 10)
4. Safeguarding the continued functioning of economic activity (Articles 13 

to 18)11
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The first area of emphasis mainly aimed at exhorting Sweden to conduct peace 
negotiations with France and Denmark-Norway. And this is what happened short-
ly after the Fredrikshamn Peace Treaty was signed; Sweden made peace first with 
Denmark in December 1809, and then with France in early January 1810. Swe-
den also joined the Continental Blockade, and thus in a way was ‘forced’ into the 
Napoleonic Wars. The second area was intended to institute a long-term if not 
permanent state of affairs (see further details in Section III). 

The provisions of the third and fourth areas were to be implemented within 
a set period of time. These provisions were intended to secure both the rights of 
the subjects in a period of transition, and to ensure that ‘the old order’ should not 
continue forever. Quite soon after the treaty was signed, all the parties to it—the 
Swedes, the Finns and the Russians—wanted to end mutual trade preferences in 
particular. However, such relations were not broken off completely at any stage. 
For instance, Finns continued to study in Swedish higher engineering colleges, 
and quite a few economic experts and all sorts of entrepreneurs came to Finland 
from Sweden, especially from the 1840s onwards.12

Territorial Losses to Russia

Sweden’s main loss to Russia was Finland. Over the ensuing centuries, there 
has been much discussion about how ‘Finland’ should be defined and its value 
appraised, but the fact remains that the ‘eastern’ part of Sweden had definitely 
enjoyed a special status within the realm. One can still come across interpreta-
tions according to which Sweden ceded ‘only some eastern provinces’ to Russia in 
Fredrikshamn. This reading is limited in that it is based on just one article (the 
fourth) of the treaty, and does not take into account the whole document or the 
realities of the time. It is true that ‘Finland’ is not mentioned as a concept in this 
one article in which the territories to be ceded are strictly defined, but the article 
represents only about five percent of the contents of the treaty. On the other 
hand, ‘Finland’ as a concept appears in different forms in five articles, that is, in 
almost one in four.13 The above-mentioned fourth article stipulated that Sweden 
should cede the following territories to Russia: the Provinces of Turku (Åbo) 
and Pori (Björneborg), Kymenkartano (Kymmenegård), Uusimaa (Nyland) and 
Häme (Tavastland), Savo (Savolax) and Karjala (Karelen), Vaasa (Vasa), and 
Oulu (Uleåborg). Also ‘the region belonging to the territory of Västerbotten up 
to the Torneå River’ was to be incorporated into the Russian Empire. Thus the 
area to be ceded consisted of six provinces and the region between the Torneå and 
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Muonio rivers: see the following map (printed in 1793) representing the King-
dom of Sweden before 1809. The original ‘Swedish Finland’ is shown in yellow. 

The designation ‘provinces’ (höfdingadömen) was used for these territories as 
being the easiest, clearest and most accurate term. The problematic region was 
that of Västerbotten: the Swedish negotiators in Fredrikshamn stated that the 
regions west and north of the Kemi River were part of ‘Sweden’—and there-
fore the Russians should limit their demands to Finland proper. One of the rep-
resentatives of Sweden in the peace negotiations in Fredrikshamn was Colonel 
Anders Fredrik Skjöldebrand, who was also an expert in the affairs of Lapland. 
He answered the demands of the principal Russian negotiator, Foreign Minister 
Nikolai Petrovich Rumyantsev, as follows: ‘You must understand that it behoves 
the honour of the Emperor not to demand a part of Sweden. It is enough that you 
have taken Finland.’14 Because parts of Västerbotten and Kemi Lapland were also 
to be joined to the Grand Duchy of Finland, the new border had to be defined as 
clearly as possible. In actual fact, it was not a case of Sweden ceding only some of 
its provinces, as is clearly apparent in the Swedish debates during and immediately 
after the war.

Thus Sweden lost one half of the realm in the Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn, 
half the main territories of which had belonged to it for over six-hundred years. 
The fact that the matter was settled in the end without too much room for 
misunderstanding made it easier for the defeated Swedes, but for the recipient, 
Russia, it was all a matter of mere rhetoric. As we know, Russia compromised by 
guaranteeing exceptional privileges for Finland, a policy that for its part is indica-
tive of the latter country ’s real significance.

Safeguarding the Status of Finns and Swedes and the Continuity of Economic 
Activity 

The treaty safeguarded the status of Finns in Sweden and that of Swedes in Fin-
land—after the treaty these distinctions became possible with the separation of 
the two halves of the Swedish realm. The treaty laid down that the exchange of 
prisoners of war should take place quickly, and that those persons who wished to 
return to their ‘home country ’ could do so freely within three years of the ratifica-
tion of the treaty. The essential point for Finland and the Finns was briefly men-
tioned in the sixth article, which stated that His Imperial Majesty the Tsar had 
already guaranteed ‘the religion, rights of property and privileges’ of his Finnish 
subjects, and that these matters did not need to be addressed in the treaty. Behind 
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Map 1. The Kingdom of Sweden, 1793. Source: Franz Ludwig Güssefeld, Charte über das 
Königreich Schweden (Nürnberg, 1793). Photo: The Department of History and Ethnology, 
University of Jyväskylä, Eero and Erkki Fredrikson Map Collection. 
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all this was the fact that Tsar Alexander I, at the Diet of Porvoo (Borgå landtdag) 
half a year before the signing of the treaty, had already guaranteed the privileges of 
the Finnish estates together with other rights, ‘constitutional laws’ and religious 
freedom. The Swedes insisted that these should also be mentioned in the peace 
treaty, but the Russians refused to repeat the Emperor’s promises.15

The treaty made careful provisions for the protection of private property, 
which was of crucial importance for both Sweden and Russia, especially with 
regard to the legitimacy of the administration, the pacification of society and the 
safeguarding of the infrastructure in both countries. These matters concerned the 
members of all four estates, but the Nobles and the Burghers in particular.

The continued functioning of the economy on both sides of the Gulf of 
Bothnia was secured by issuing very general but at the same time comprehensive 
regulations on how ‘Finns’ could continue to import ore from Sweden to supply 
the needs of their iron industry, and ‘in general all other products of the Swed-
ish realm’. The Swedes in turn had the right to conduct trade with the Finns in 
cattle, fish, grain, fine linen, tar, timber, and ‘in general in all other products of 
the Grand Duchy ’. In other words, at first everything was maintained just as it 
had been, until October 1811. The stipulated time period for the continuation 
of trade was eventually prolonged until 1817, although the trade preferences 
of both parties were progressively cut down. From 1818 onwards, Swedish cus-
toms policy grew considerably more stringent, the formerly important exporta-
tion of Finnish grain to Sweden, for instance, almost ceasing altogether. The 
Swedish Diet repeatedly discussed the special status of Finland in Swedish 
trade after the late 1810s, and the special arrangement between the countries 
was ended in the early 1840s. At the same time, another important reform not 
directly connected with this was implemented; the use of Swedish currency in 
Finland came to an end with the redemption of Swedish money in 1840. Only 
in northern Finland and in the regions ceded from Västerbotten to Finland was 
Swedish currency still valid.16

The Consequences of the Peace Treaty in Sweden and Finland

The signing of a peace treaty is naturally an important step when societies return 
to peace after a time of war. However, the restoration of peace cannot be dealt 
with only as a chronological series of events, nor can it be regarded as a clear-cut 
process. This is evidenced by the period after 1809 in Sweden and Finland, al-
though the problems in their societies were in some respects quite different.
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An apt concept to describe this peace restoration process is ‘the crisis of peace’, 
and all the Nordic countries experienced such a crisis around 1809. The concept 
describes the overall situation surrounding a society’s return from a state of war 
to one of peace. It is not possible in this text to analyze its full ramifications, and 
I shall deal with it on the general level of state power. In normative terms, one can 
discern numerous common problems caused by the resumption of peace, problems 
which present grave challenges to the ability of the state and society to function 
properly, and which indeed represent downright threats to them. The most impor-
tant general problems caused by the post-war resumption of peace can be described 
in the following manner.17 Firstly, it involves the pacification of society: this in-
cludes measures for strengthening or re-instating the legitimacy of the government, 
the general demobilization of troops, the punishment of those who are to blame 
for the war—especially if it has been lost − and so on. Secondly, it is necessary to 
minimize the psychological trauma caused by war: this involves healing the mental 
state of the nation through the commemoration of the war in various ways. 

In the ‘new Sweden’ around 1809, the most important of these problems, be-
yond the heavy losses experienced by the country, included the difficult question 
of the next ruler, issues relating to the legitimacy of the government, economic 
difficulties, internal unrest and the challenges the situation presented for the 
making of foreign policy.

In Finland, the problems were of a different kind. Finland had been extensively 
and effectively pacified by time of the Diet of Porvoo in the spring of 1809. The 
Finnish forces had been disbanded, which quickly defused any potential political 
crisis relating to the military situation. Furthermore, since Finland was granted 
an autonomous position within the Russian Empire only with regard to internal 
affairs, it was unaffected by any foreign policy problems. In terms of its customs 
and constitutional law, Finland continued to live according to the models of the 
Gustavian period. The central administration was created on the top of the old 
Swedish local and provincial administration. The Emperor had pledged to main-
tain the Lutheran faith in Finland, the existing rights and laws and the privileges 
of the estates, and relying on these undertakings the Finns proceeded to steer 
their way into the future.18

In Sweden, the main problem was how to re-establish the legitimacy of the 
government. As mentioned above, Gustavus IV Adolphus was deposed in March 
1809, and thereafter the new rulers missed no occasion to emphasize his respon-
sibility for the disastrous outcome of the war. These allegations were for a long 
time echoed not only by the king’s enemies, but also by other contemporaries in 
Sweden and Finland, as well as by historians. Consequently, the deposed king was 
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condemned as a kind of ‘war criminal’, and this was used to legitimate the changes 
that were implemented.19

Among the immediate consequences of the war were the changes made in the 
polities of different parts of the old realm after 1809. The Peace Treaty of Fred-
rikshamn sealed the fact that there were two different systems of government 
on the western and eastern sides of the Gulf of Bothnia. At the Diet of 1809 in 
Stockholm, a new Instrument of Government was enacted, repealing the consti-
tutional laws of the Gustavian period. By contrast, although the Gustavian con-
stitutional laws were not directly adopted at the Diet of Porvoo in Finland, which 
was held about the same time, in practice the new autonomous Grand Duchy 
willingly maintained and adhered to them to the letter.

To overstate the case slightly, the Diet of Stockholm in 1809 forcefully argued 
in favour of change, whereas in Porvoo the authorities fought tooth and nail to main-
tain the old Gustavian order. In Sweden, the new authorities used the political concepts 
of the monarchs of the Gustavian era, but gave them new meanings intended to 
legitimate the ‘new order’ and the power-seeking ambitions of its representatives. 
Especially interesting are the discourses employed during the enacting of the new 
Instrument of Government at the Diet held in the spring and early summer of 
1809: the term ‘subject’ (undersåtare) was scarcely used, its place being taken by ‘citi-
zen’ (medborgare) in roughly the same sense as it is understood today. The difference 
from the debates in Porvoo is considerable; there the authorities strictly refrained 
from using the word ‘citizen’ in its present sense. The discourse of ‘subject’ and 
other equivalent terms continued to be employed for a long time during the era of 
the Grand Duchy. The comparison with contemporary discussions held in Sweden, 
in what was in principle an equivalent forum of state legislation, reveals an interest-
ing contrast in the approaches of the two countries to the same crisis.20

The reformulation of key political concepts—or, correspondingly, keeping 
them exactly the same—was connected in general to the problem of legitimacy 
faced by the state and its ruler around 1809. The problem was much more seri-
ous on the Swedish side, since a coup carried out by the country ’s own forces 
was something quite different from occupation by an alien army, as was the case 
in Finland. In Sweden, the coup in March 1809 had been a completely bloodless 
one. However, a coup is always a sensitive issue, irrespective of how ‘just’ or ‘right’ 
its causes may be. This explains the rather different tactics employed at the same 
time by the like-minded leaders of the ‘new Sweden’ and the ‘new Finland’ in 
order to re-establish and maintain the legitimacy of their respective state admin-
istrations. In Sweden, the leaders argued for change, while in Finland they sought 
to preserve the old system.21 
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The Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn was the bottom-line for Sweden. In Fin-
land, the situation was easier, for it seems that there were far fewer concrete 
problems there. One point of comparison is the treatment of the old power elites 
in the ‘new Sweden’ and the ‘new Finland’. In Finland, the so-called Gustavian 
group—members of the elite gathered around Gustavus III—constituted the op-
erative leadership of the country during the process of building the new state. 
In Sweden, the Gustavians were determinedly removed or otherwise deprived of 
power. This juncture is referred to in Sweden as the conflict between the old Gus-
tavians and ‘the men of 1809’.22

The extent and gravity of the problems in Sweden are well illustrated by the 
fate of the man who was the second in rank after the king himself, Marshal of 
the Realm Axel von Fersen the Younger. He was killed in the streets of Stock-
holm about a year after the institution of the new form of government. Fersen’s 
fate , together with the reactions of the soldiers who quite calmly watched him 
being killed, shows in its own way how the pacification of society took place. In 
Stockholm, it had long been customary to put down all sorts of unrest peace-
fully and without the use of the military. Thus what happened in the summer 
of 1810 in the capital was no exception to this convention. Naturally, this state 
of affairs was no consolation to the deceased marshal. At the same time, the 
lynching can be seen as the punishment of a ‘war criminal’ or ‘war perpetra-
tor’, in much the same way Gustavus IV Adolphus was regarded as the culprit 
of the dissolution of the Swedish realm.23 In Finland, conversely, the men who 
had been accused of cowardice for abandoning the fortresses of Sveaborg and 
Svartholm during the war were extremely unpopular after 1809, but they were 
not physically threatened. Nevertheless, the loss of honour of these officers 
and nobles meant that, in terms of social standing, they were to all extents and 
purposes dead. 

After the restoration of peace, Sweden was restless for a long time. The Diet of 
1810, for instance, was removed from Stockholm to Örebro in central Sweden. The 
following year, the peasants of Scania rebelled in protest against enlistment, but the 
uprising was ruthlessly put down.24 In Finland, huge efforts were required in order 
to establish and develop a new administration. In this respect, the infrastructure was 
built on far less stable ground than in Sweden, albeit on quite a different level from 
that of ‘under-governed’ Russia. Certainly there were problems during the period of 
transition in Finland, too, not least of which was the integration of ‘Old Finland’ 
into the ‘new Finland’ soon after the peace treaty. The point here, as Max Engman 
has emphasized, is that territories which Russia had previously taken from ‘Swedish 
Finland’ were now restored to Finland, not the other way round.25
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The loss of Finland caused a crisis in Sweden. Immediately after the war, 
revanchism flared up, and there was a strong desire to get Finland back. These 
illusions evaporated, however, very soon after Napoleon’s former marshal, Jean-
Baptiste Bernadotte, was elected heir to the throne of Sweden in August 1810. 
When Bernadotte took power as crown prince, Sweden began to make approach-
es to Russia, and Finland, which according to the shrewd analysis of the crown 
prince was very difficult to defend, was removed from the strategic calculations 
of Sweden. In fact, Finland almost disappeared from public debate. Moreover, 
academics—professors of history in the forefront—aimed at erasing the eastern 
side of the Gulf of Bothnia from Swedish history and replacing it with Norway 
when Sweden and Norway formed a personal union in 1814.26

In any case, both Sweden and Finland survived with relatively little damage; in-
deed, they emerged extremely well from a war which had ended in crushing defeat. 
This claim can be concretised by using Finland as an example: one can ask how 
many readers know of a region, country or state which suffered a crushing defeat 
in war, the forces of which surrendered, which was separated from its old mother 
state, which was occupied and subdued under foreign rule, but in which a func-
tioning central administration was built almost from nothing by the nation’s own 
hands within a couple of years, and which proved able to administer almost all of 
its own affairs? In pondering the answer, one should remember that the role of the 
Russian army is noteworthy because—unlike many other invaders and occupiers 
in later wars—it did not have to commit large forces to pacifying the country. It 
also showed the Russians’ pragmatic attitude to organizing the administration in 
Finland because there the Russian state conglomeration was spared the kind of 
problems which haunted it in various other parts of the empire.27 

The most significant outcome of the Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn was that 
it brought peace to the Nordic region. Sweden has enjoyed peace for almost 
two-hundred years. In Finland, a state of peace prevailed after 1809 almost 
without interruption for over one-hundred years, and again more recently over 
the last sixty years. Thus the long-term effects of the peace treaty have been 
significant.
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Summary:  
The Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn and its Aftermath in Sweden and Finland

This article analyses the Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn (Hamina in Finnish) and 
its consequences in Sweden and Finland. The Russians set strict preconditions 
for the commencement of peace negotiations with the Swedes in the summer 
of 1809. These conditions were realized almost in toto in the final peace treaty, 
which consisted of just twenty-one articles. In addition to regulations directly 
related to the ending of hostilities, the main provisions of the agreement en-
tailed huge territorial losses for Sweden, strictly defining the regions it was to 
cede to Russia, the most important of which was Finland. Sweden was also en-
joined to give up its alliance with Britain and to join the Continental Blockade. 
Furthermore, the peace treaty laid down provisions for securing the position of 
both Finns and Swedes as subjects in the new situation, defined measures to 
ensure the continued functioning of the economy, and stipulated strict provi-
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sions for the protection of private property. The latter were very significant, 
especially with regard to the legitimacy of the administration, the pacification 
of society, and the safeguarding of the infrastructures in both Finland and Swe-
den. The post-war resumption of peace was not easy for either the Finns or the 
Swedes. However, the problems caused by the peace treaty were very different 
on the two sides of the Gulf of Bothnia. The problems in Finland were easier to 
solve because they were more concrete. The Grand Duchy of Finland, which was 
born out of the treaty, was permitted to maintain the existing Swedish legisla-
tive, social and local administrative framework, and a new central governmental 
machinery was created on top of it. In Sweden, the most important problems 
attending the return to peace (which could also be described as a ‘crisis of 
peace’) included the difficult question of the succession along with serious 
internal and economic issues. However, the most serious worry concerned the 
re-establishment and maintenance of the legitimacy of the government in the 
new situation. 

Keywords: post-war society, Sweden, Russia, Finland, Aftermath of the Finnish 
War, Peace Treaty of Fredrikshamn.


