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Introduction

Scandinavia, located at the western edge of the Eurasian continent, and the Japanese archipelago at the 
eastern edge. Despite being separated by thousands of kilometers geographically and possessing entirely 
different linguistic roots, these two regions share a surprising resonance in their deep mental structures―a 
cultural magnetic field, so to speak.
This report was created to support Nordic and Japanese startups in entering each other’s markets. Behind 
practical business guidelines, regulations, and tax systems lies a “Cultural OS” (Operating System) cultivated 
over thousands of years. Why does Nordic design touch the hearts of Japanese people? Why do the Japanese 
concepts of “breathing in unison” (A-un no kokyu) and “Ma” (negative space) blend seamlessly with the 
“silence” often found in Nordic meeting rooms? And why have both regions become hotbeds for unique, 
social-impact innovations in the modern era?
This paper unravels the commonalities and differences between the two regions, from the age of myths to 
the modern digital ecosystem, incorporating historical episodes, religious studies, and social statistical data. 
This is not merely a comparative cultural study but a navigational compass for business leaders to understand 
the deep layers of cross-cultural interaction and build true rapport beyond superficial negotiation tactics.

In discussing the cultural affinity between the Nordics and Japan, the most fundamental commonality is 
“awe of nature” and the “value of silence.” Both regions have distinct four seasons and are blessed with 
abundant forests and water resources, yet have histories of living side-by-side with threats such as natural 
disasters and harsh climates.

Japan’s “Eight Million Gods” and Nature Worship

Japan has deeply rooted Shinto concepts of Yaoyorozu no Kami (Eight Million Gods), believing that spirits 
(Kami) reside in all things―mountains, rivers, rocks, great trees, and thunder. This contrasts with the 
monotheistic worldview of “humans dominating nature,” instead viewing humans as part of nature or a 
manifestation of natural forces. The Shinto concepts of Kegare (impurity) and Harai (purification) are 
reflected not only in physical cleanliness but also in rituals to maintain spiritual purity, influencing modern 
lifestyle habits and business practices (e.g., 5S methodology).

The Deep Structure of Spirituality  
― Nature, Animism, and the Value of Silence
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The Nordic Mythological World and Spirit Beliefs

Remarkably, pre-Christian Nordic regions, especially during the Viking Age, held a very similar animistic 
worldview. In Norse mythology, the world is supported by the great ash tree Yggdrasil, a multi-layered realm 
where gods (Aesir and Vanir), humans, giants, elves, and dwarves coexist.
Of particular note is the concept of Vættir (nature spirits). These are guardian spirits residing in the land, 
forests, and waters, close to the Japanese concepts of Jinushigami (landlord gods) or Kodama (tree spirits). 
In Iceland, there are modern instances of road construction projects being altered to avoid rocks believed to 
be “Elf dwellings,” a sentiment spiritually directly connected to Japanese Jichinsai (ground-breaking 
ceremonies) or the reverence for preserving sacred trees during construction.

Character of Gods and Acceptance of “Imperfection”

Gods in both Japan and the Nordics are not omnipotent, absolute beings.
  ⃝ � Nordic Gods: Odin, the chief god, sacrificed an eye to gain wisdom; Thor, the thunder god, is short-

tempered. They are bound by fate (Wyrd) and carry the tragic destiny of eventually perishing in 
Ragnarök (Twilight of the Gods).

  ⃝  �Japanese Gods: Amaterasu Omikami hid in a cave in anger at her brother’s violence; Susanoo-no-
Mikoto has intense emotional fluctuations. Japanese gods are depicted as beings who make mistakes, 
atone, and grow.

This narrative of “imperfect gods” influences the view of humanity in both cultures: humans are also 
imperfect and should be humble before the immense powers of nature and fate. This is not unrelated to the 
business culture that values “tolerance of failure” and “sincere apologies”.

In communication, Japan and the Nordics are rare “cultures that affirm silence.” While silence is often 
avoided as “void” or “disconnection” in many Western cultures, the opposite dynamic works here.

Japanese “Ma” and “Chinmoku”

In Japan, silence is not merely the absence of words. It functions as Ma, a space for ripening thoughts, 
showing respect, or sharing unspoken emotions. Ma in traditional Noh theater or tea ceremonies represents 
an aesthetic where deep meaning resides in empty space or time. In business, a Japanese person 
maintaining silence for tens of seconds after a proposal is often a sign of “deep consideration,” not rejection.

Nordic “Active Silence”

Silence in the Nordics, particularly in Finland and Sweden, is also a sophisticated communication tool for 
maintaining social peace. A Finnish proverb says, “If speaking is silver, silence is gold” (Puhuminen on 
hopeaa, vaikeneminen kultaa). Sharing time without words in a sauna, during a coffee break (Fika), or while 
walking in the forest is considered a sign of intimacy and trust.
This Nordic silence is sometimes interpreted as “withdrawal into solitude,” but like Japan’s high-context 
culture, it functions as “Negative Politeness”―care not to intrude on another’s territory. Avoiding unnecessary 
small talk and speaking only what is essential is an expression of honesty.
Business Implication: In negotiations between Japanese and Nordic companies, there is no need to rush to 
fill silences. Rather, sharing that quietude allows for deep rapport building. Conversely, an Anglo-Saxon 
“machine-gun talk” presentation style risks being perceived as “frivolous” or “insincere” in both regions.

Japanese author Junichiro Tanizaki, in his essay In Praise of Shadows (In’ei Raisan), expounded on the 
beauty of “dimness” and “shadows” in Japanese architecture. He praised the soft light filtering through shoji 

1.2  “Ma” and Nordic “Active Silence”

1.3  �Aesthetics of Light and Shadow ― Junichiro Tanizaki 
and Nordic Winter
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screens and the beauty of gold lacquer floating in darkness, arguing that shadows are the source of Japanese 
beauty.
This sensibility resonates surprisingly well with Nordic lighting culture. With long winters and extremely 
short daylight hours, Nordic people are highly sensitive to the “quality of light.” Nordic lighting design, 
represented by Denmark’s Poul Henningsen (PH lamps), is designed to be glare-free, creating soft diffused 
light and gradients of shadow.
Difference in Confronting Darkness:
  ⃝  �Japanese Shadow: Accepting the humid, quiet darkness and finding Yūgen (subtle grace) within it. It 

is also a darkness meant to block summer sun and provide coolness.
  ⃝  �Nordic Light: A strong aspect of “resistance” and “comfort” against the long, harsh winter darkness. 

Lamps and candles in windows act as “lighthouses” signaling safety against the outer darkness.
However, in the modern preference for avoiding the harsh, uniform light of fluorescent tubes in favor of 
candle flames and warm, low-Kelvin indirect lighting, the aesthetics of both cultures align perfectly. This is 
one reason why concepts like Hygge and Wabi-Sabi are easily understood in each other’s cultural spheres.

From the medieval to early modern periods, both regions were ruled by “armed elite classes” (Vikings, 
Samurai) and experienced dramatic modernization in the late 19th century. These historical paths cast 
shadows on modern corporate culture and leadership theories.

Viking “Drengskapr” (Honor/Manliness)

Vikings (8th–11th century) were not just raiders but armed merchants and settlers with advanced navigation 
technology. Their code of conduct included Drengskapr, valuing courage, honesty, honor, and generosity. 
Death on the battlefield was a passport to Valhalla; a noble death was praised over a life of shame.

Samurai “Bushido” and “Shame”

Similarly, the Japanese samurai class developed Bushido, valuing honor and loyalty. Loyalty to the lord, the 
culture of shame, and fearlessness of death parallel Viking spirituality. As Inazo Nitobe introduced to the 
world in Bushido: The Soul of Japan, this was a high moral system influenced by Confucianism and 
Buddhism, not just combat techniques.
Comparison and Differences:
  ⃝  �Social Structure: Viking society was relatively egalitarian. Leaders (Jarls) were chosen by merit, and 

conflicts were resolved through assemblies of free men (Things). This is a remote cause of the flat 
organizational culture in modern Nordics.

  ⃝  �Hierarchy: Conversely, Japanese samurai society solidified a strict hereditary system and hierarchy 
during the Edo period. This “consideration for hierarchy” remains in modern Japanese business 
practices like the Ringi system.

  ⃝  �Status of Women: Viking women managed farms and finances in their husbands’ absence and held 

Historical Intersections ― Vikings and 
Samurai, Trajectories of Modernization
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rights to divorce and property, enjoying higher status than their contemporaries in Europe or Japan. 
This is a historical foundation for modern Nordic gender equality. Samurai women also protected the 
home, but their public rights were limited.

In the late 19th century, both Japan and the Nordics faced the challenge of “modernization” but achieved it 
through different approaches.

Japan: Top-Down Transformation via Meiji Restoration

Japan rapidly transitioned from feudalism to a centralized modern state through the Meiji Restoration of 
1868. It imported Western technology and systems (“Rich Country, Strong Army”) and joined the ranks of 
great powers. This process was driven by strong government leadership (top-down).

Nordics: Bottom-Up Transformation via Folk Movements and Education

Around the same time, particularly in Denmark, “inner modernization” progressed through movements like 
N.F.S. Grundtvig’s Folk High Schools, spreading education to farmers and citizens. After losing territory to 
Prussia in 1864, Denmark adopted the slogan “Outward loss, inward gain,” reclaiming heathlands and 
forming cooperatives. This was a bottom-up transformation accompanied by the maturation of civil society.
This difference between “Top-down efficiency (Japan)” and “Bottom-up consensus building (Nordics)” 
manifests in modern decision-making speeds and processes (Japan requires groundwork Nemawashi but 
execution is fast; Nordics have long discussions but fast execution once decided).

Nordic and Japanese histories did not run in isolation. Early 20th-century events involving specific Japanese 
figures had profound impacts on Nordic history.

The Åland Islands, located between Finland and Sweden, are Swedish-speaking but became a point of 
serious dispute between the two nations after World War I.
In 1921, Inazo Nitobe, then Under-Secretary-General of the League of Nations, played a central role in resolving 
this conflict. The “Nitobe Solution” (or the decision he helped facilitate) proposed:
  1.   Åland remains Finnish territory.
  2. � Residents are granted high autonomy, and the status of the Swedish language and culture is 

guaranteed.
  3. � The islands become a demilitarized zone.
This compromise was accepted and remains the foundation of Åland’s peace today. It is considered one of 
the League of Nations’ most successful resolutions. In 2019, a commemorative stamp featuring Nitobe was 
issued in Åland.

2.2  �Modernization Process ― Meiji Restoration vs. Nordic 
Nation-State Formation

Unexpected Historical Connections 
― Inazo Nitobe and Heihachiro Togo
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Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), particularly Admiral Heihachiro Togo’s defeat of the 
Baltic Fleet, was received with shock and hope in Finland, then under Russian oppression. The fact that a 
small nation defeated the Russian Empire catalyzed momentum for Finnish independence.
Reflecting this, the Pyynikki Brewing Company in Tampere, Finland, once produced “Amiraali Togo” beer 
(part of an Admiral series) featuring Togo’s portrait (produced roughly 1970s–1992). The consumption of a 
Japanese admiral’s image as a “symbol of resistance against Russia” in the Nordics illustrates the far-reaching 
ripples of geopolitics.

Here, we dissect the “invisible rules” governing modern business and society using social psychological 
keywords.

Essential to understanding Nordic society (especially Denmark/Norway) is the “Law of Jante” (Janteloven). 
Originating from Aksel Sandemose’s novel (1933), it is an unwritten code: “You are not to think you’re anyone 
special,” or “You’re not to think you’re better than us.” It enforces strict egalitarianism and conformity.
This is strikingly similar to Japan’s “The nail that sticks out gets hammered down,” “Seken” (the public gaze), 
and the value of Wa (harmony). Both societies shun excessive self-assertion and view humility as a virtue.
Differences:
  ⃝  �Japan: Conformity often functions to maintain hierarchical order.
  ⃝  �Nordics: Jante functions to maintain flat equality. Even CEOs are addressed by first name.
  ⃝  �Startup Impact: Modern Nordic startups try to break Jante, but the ethic of “not acting superior 

despite success” remains strong.

Finland has the untranslatable concept of Sisu―inner strength, guts, and resilience in the face of adversity. 
This parallels Japan’s Gaman (endurance) and Ganbaru (doing one’s best).
Nuance Difference:
  ⃝  �Gaman: Often implies passive endurance and self-suppression within a group.
  ⃝  �Sisu: More active; a stoic energy to keep moving forward in hopeless situations. It was the spiritual 

backbone during the Winter War. In business, it manifests as “persistence in finding solutions to 
impossible problems.”

The biggest business difference lies in the structure of “Trust.”

3.2  Heihachiro Togo and Finland’s “Admiral Beer”

Comparative Analysis of 
Social Structure and Values
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Implication:
  ⃝  �Japan -> Nordics: Demanding excessive guarantees or micromanaging implies “I don’t trust you.” 

Speed is key.
  ⃝  �Nordics -> Japan: Relationship building (dining, face-to-face) is not “inefficient” but a necessary ritual. 

Patience is required.

Finnish Talkoot and Norwegian Dugnad refer to voluntary communal work (cleaning, repairs). Participation 
is a strong social obligation. This mirrors Japan’s traditional Yui (village cooperation) or modern neighborhood 
association activities. Both share an ethic of contributing labor for the community over personal gain.

Nordic design is loved in Japan, and vice versa, because of a shared language: “Simplicity,” “Functionality,” 
and “Respect for Materials.”

In the late 19th century, Japonisme swept Europe. This resonated with Nordic craftsmanship, particularly:
  ⃝  �Nature Motifs: Flora and fauna used decoratively.
  ⃝  �Asymmetry: Breaking symmetry, valuing empty space.
  ⃝  �Craft Spirit: Blurring lines between fine art and daily tools.
Danish ceramics and Swedish porcelain (Rörstrand) show clear Japanese influence (flowing glazes).

  ⃝  �Alvar Aalto: Though he never visited Japan, he was influenced by the Japanese tea house Zui-Ki-Tei in 
Stockholm. His use of wood, blurring of nature/interior boundaries, and sliding screens in Villa Mairea 
echo Sukiya style.

Feature Nordics (High Trust Society) Japan (Reassurance/Relational Trust)

Trust Type Generalized Trust Relational Trust

Definition "Most people can be trusted.” High initial 
trust in strangers/institutions.

Trust exists within specific relationships 
(family, org, introductions). Distinction 
between “Inside” (Uchi) and “Outside” (Soto).

Business Start Transactions often start quickly with simple 
contracts. Based on “innate goodness.”

Requires meetings, dining, and time to 
build relationships before trading. “Testing 
the waters.”

Risk Vulnerable to bad actors, but overall social 
transaction costs are extremely low.

Low risk of fraud, but high entry barriers for 
newcomers (especially outsiders).

Data Top tier in World Values Survey (Norway, 
Sweden).

High safety, but “trust in general others” is 
lower than in the Nordics.

4.4  Tradition of Communal Work: Talkoot/Dugnad vs. Yui

Fusion of Design and Aesthetics ― From 
Japonisme to Nordic Modern and Japandi
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  ⃝  �Bruno Mathsson: Upon visiting Japan in 1974, he designed chairs (like “Mina”) with sled legs to protect 
tatami mats. His ergonomic approach resonated with Japanese sensibilities.

  ⃝  �Stig Lindberg: His “Berså” leaf pattern shares affinities with Japanese family crests and plant patterns.

  ⃝  �Shrines and Stave Churches: Both Ise Jingu and Norwegian Stave Churches are masterpieces of 
wooden architecture, utilizing joinery without nails and requiring periodic renewal (maintenance).

  ⃝  �Satoyama and Outland: Both represent semi-natural environments maintained by human intervention, 
sharing a lifestyle of coexistence with forests.

  ⃝  �Moomins: Immensely popular in Japan not just for Kawaii (cuteness), but for themes of “solitude,” 
“awe of nature,” and “acceptance of diversity” that resonate with Japanese emotional minimalism 
(Mono no aware). Snufkin’s freedom appeals to overworked Japanese.

  ⃝  �Japandi: A global interior trend fusing Japanese Wabi-Sabi and Nordic Hygge. It combines Nordic 
warmth/comfort with Japanese silence/discipline to create relaxing spaces.

Country
Pop. (approx) 
World bank 
2024

GDP/Capita 
(USD) World 
bank 2024

Unicorn 
Examples Strengths

Sweden 10.57M 57,117 Spotify, Klarna, 
Northvolt

Unicorn Factory. Mature 
ecosystem, serial entrepreneurs 
reinvesting.

Finland 5.64M 53,149 Supercell, Wolt, 
Oura

Deep Tech & Games. Post-
Nokia rebirth. Home of “Slush.” 
Strong R&D.

Denmark 5.98M 71,026 Unity, Trustpilot, 
Zendesk

Life Science & Digital. Pharma 
giants (Novo Nordisk) and 
robotics. Flexicurity.

Norway 5.57M 86,785 Kahoot!, Oda
Energy & Ocean Tech. Oil fund 
stability. Pivot to sustainability 
tech.

Japan 125M 32,487 Mercari, 
SmartNews

Huge Market & Tech. 
Manufacturing base. Potential 
in physical/digital fusion.

5.3  Wood Culture and Architecture

5.4  Modern Resonance: Moomins and Japandi

Startups and Business 
Environment
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  ⃝  �Nordic Model (Flexicurity): Free education and strong safety nets allow talent to take risks without 
fear of losing livelihood. Failure is a “learning opportunity.”

  ⃝  �Japanese Model: Fear of social sanctions for failure (career damage) remains a hurdle, though 
relationships, once built, are incredibly stable.

  ⃝  �Nordic (Born Global): “Social Solution Oriented.” Small domestic markets force a global outlook from 
day one. Solutions for welfare/environment become global products.

  ⃝  �Japan (Deepening): “Technical Deepening.” Strong in combining hardware/software and refining UX 
(Omotenashi). Risk of “Galapagosization” but strength in inimitable technical depth.

The Nordics and Japan share a “Cultural OS” of animistic nature views, aesthetics of silence, and social 
harmony. Historically connected through trade, diplomacy (Nitobe), and design, the two regions have a deep 
mutual respect.
For business:
  ⃝  �For Japan: The Nordics are a “Testbed” for future societies (sustainability/wellbeing) and a model for 

flat, speedy decision-making.
  ⃝  �For Nordics: Japan is a massive, high-quality market and a gateway offering deep technical prowess 

and long-term loyalty.
By respecting their “similar yet different” traits―Nordic rational flatness vs. Japanese contextual delicacy―
startups can move beyond market entry to co-create a sustainable future.
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