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Introduction

Finland stands as a remarkable example of a stable, resilient, and forward-thinking
democracy at the crossroads of Northern Europe. Surrounded by larger neighbors and
shaped by centuries of external influence, Finland has forged a distinct political
identity that combines deep respect for democratic principles, strong institutions, and
a culture of consensus-building. "The Politics of Finland: A Guide to Politics and the
Political System in Finland" is designed to introduce readers to the structures, history,
and dynamics that underpin one of the most robust political systems in the world.

The modern Finnish political system is the outcome of a long and sometimes
tumultuous journey. Dominated for centuries by Sweden and then Russia, Finland's
evolution into an independent state in the early twentieth century was neither swift
nor simple. The legacies of the Swedish legal tradition, the era of Russian autonomy,
the painful experience of civil war, and the subsequent commitment to parliamentary
government have all left indelible marks on Finnish society. Today, Finland is a
sovereign republic where the principles of popular sovereignty and the rule of law are
intrinsically woven into the national fabric.

This book offers a comprehensive exploration of Finnish political history and the
organization of its constitutional and governmental structures. Readers will discover
how the separation of powers is realized in practice, the gradual transition from a
strong presidency to a primarily parliamentary system, and the centrality of
representative democracy in Finnish life. The interplay between the president, prime
minister, parliament, and the judiciary is elucidated, along with the procedures that
ensure accountability and continuity in governance.

Finland's approach to political representation is also characterized by its unique
electoral system, vibrant multi-party landscape, and the widespread prominence of
coalition governments. The nation's tradition of inclusiveness is evident in its
pioneering record on gender equality, linguistic and minority rights, and its emphasis
on accessible public services delivered at the local level. The autonomy of the Aland
Islands provides a concrete example of regional self-determination within a unitary
state.

In navigating the pressing challenges of the twenty-first century—such as shifting
security environments, the consolidation of European Union membership, and internal
social transformations—Finland continues to adapt and innovate. The book will also
examine recent landmark developments, including Finland’s response to renewed
geopolitical tensions and its historic decision to join NATO, offering readers insights
into how past experience informs present choices and future trajectories.
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Whether you are a student, a policymaker, or simply a curious observer, this guide is
intended to demystify the political system of Finland, highlight its distinguishing
features, and elucidate the underlying values that have enabled this small Nordic
country to play a significant role on the world stage.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Overview: From Swedish
Rule to Independence

To understand the politics of Finland today, one must first delve into its historical
journey, a narrative shaped significantly by its powerful neighbors, Sweden and
Russia. For over six centuries, Finland was an integral part of the Kingdom of Sweden,
a period that deeply imprinted Swedish legal, social, and administrative structures
upon Finnish society. This was not merely an occupation; Finns were participants in
Swedish political life, their representatives attending the Diet of the Estates in
Stockholm. This long association laid foundational elements of Western governance,
though the idea of Finland as a distinct national entity was yet to fully emerge.

The medieval and early modern periods saw Finland as the eastern frontier of the
Swedish realm, a position that often subjected it to conflicts and shifting borders,
particularly with Russia. Despite being part of Sweden, a nascent sense of a distinct
Finnish identity began to develop over time, fostered in part by the Church and the
emergence of a written Finnish language following the Reformation. Mikael Agricola, a
bishop in the 16th century, played a pivotal role in this by creating the first written
Finnish and translating the New Testament. This was a crucial step in giving the
Finnish language a more prominent role beyond spoken communication among the
peasantry.

The Swedish era came to a definitive close in 1809, when, as a result of the Finnish
War, Sweden ceded Finland to the Russian Empire. This marked a dramatic shift in
Finland's geopolitical alignment and initiated a new chapter in its history. Curiously,
this transition, while placing Finland under the rule of the Russian Tsar, also
paradoxically laid the groundwork for Finnish statehood.

Under Russian rule, Finland was granted a significant degree of autonomy and became
the Grand Duchy of Finland. The Russian Emperor, as the Grand Duke, promised to
respect the existing Finnish laws, religion (Lutheranism), and the structure of the Diet
of the Estates. This was a calculated move by Tsar Alexander | to secure the loyalty of
the newly acquired territory and bypass potential resistance. While the ultimate
authority rested with the Tsar, Finland maintained its own central government, known
as the Senate, composed of Finnish citizens.

The 19th century within the Grand Duchy was a period of significant national
awakening and development. Finnish nationalism, which had been a nascent force,
gained considerable momentum. This was fueled by intellectual and cultural
movements that sought to define and promote a distinct Finnish identity, separate
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from both Swedish and Russian influences. A key moment in this awakening was the
publication of the Kalevala in 1835, Elias Lonnrot's compilation of traditional Finnish
and Karelian folklore and mythology. This epic provided a powerful symbol of a shared
history and culture, becoming a cornerstone of Finnish national consciousness.

Language also became a central issue in the rising tide of nationalism. For centuries,
Swedish had been the language of administration, education, and the elite, while
Finnish was primarily spoken by the majority of the population. The Fennoman
movement emerged, advocating for the elevation of the Finnish language to an equal
position with Swedish. Notable figures like Johan Vilhelm Snellman championed this
cause, arguing for the importance of the Finnish language in fostering a sense of
national unity.

Pressure from Russian authorities also inadvertently contributed to the strengthening
of the Finnish language and identity. Some Russian bureaucrats saw the promotion of
Finnish as a way to weaken Finland's ties to Sweden. In 1863, a significant step was
taken when Finnish gained an official position in administration, a move that gradually
led to its increased use in government and society. This was a crucial victory for the
Fennoman movement and further solidified the position of the Finnish language as a
marker of national identity.

Despite the period of autonomy, the late 19th and early 20th centuries saw increased
efforts by the Russian Empire to integrate Finland more closely, a policy known as
"Russification". This involved attempts to limit Finland's special status and autonomy,
including measures to make Russian the administrative language and to integrate the
Finnish army into the Imperial Russian forces. These actions were met with
widespread Finnish resistance, both passive and active, further galvanizing the
national movement. The "eras of oppression," as these periods of intensified
Russification are known, served to heighten Finnish determination to protect their
distinct identity and ultimately, to seek full independence. The struggle against
Russification became a unifying force, cutting across different segments of Finnish
society and laying the groundwork for the push towards sovereignty.

The political landscape within Finland also began to evolve during the period of
Russian rule. While the old four-estate Diet continued to meet, there was a growing
desire for more modern and representative political institutions. The Russian
Revolution of 1905 provided a brief window of opportunity, leading to significant
parliamentary reform in 1906. This reform abolished the old Diet and established a
unicameral Parliament (Eduskunta) elected by universal suffrage, making Finland the
first country in Europe to grant both men and women the right to vote and stand for
election. This was a remarkably progressive step at the time and fundamentally
changed the nature of Finnish political representation.

The political reforms of 1906, however, did not immediately lead to full independence.
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While the new Parliament had increased powers, ultimate sovereignty still rested with
the Russian Tsar. The period between 1906 and 1917 was marked by continued
tension between Finnish aspirations for greater self-rule and Russian attempts to
assert control. The outbreak of World War | further complicated the situation, diverting
Russia's attention but also increasing its suspicion of potential separatist movements
within the empire.

The final opportunity for independence arose with the turmoil of the Russian
Revolution in 1917. As the Tsarist regime collapsed and Russia descended into chaos,
the ties that bound Finland to the empire weakened significantly. Following the
Bolsheviks' declaration of a general right of self-determination for the peoples of
Russia, the Finnish Parliament, in November 1917, declared that it held all the powers
of the sovereign within Finland. This was a bold step, effectively asserting Finland's
autonomy in the power vacuum left by the revolution.

The formal declaration of independence came on December 6, 1917, when the Finnish
Parliament adopted the Declaration of Independence. This act, referencing a bill to
establish Finland as an independent republic, marked the culmination of centuries of
historical development and national struggle. Finland immediately sought international
recognition for its newfound sovereignty, a process that unfolded in the following
months. The Bolshevik government, led by Lenin, recognized Finland's independence
on December 31, 1917, paving the way for other nations to follow suit. This was a
critical moment, but the path to a stable and unified independent Finland was still
fraught with challenges, as the country would soon face a difficult internal conflict.
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