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Understanding the Finnish Civil War: The
Prelude to Conflict
The Finnish Civil War, which erupted in early 1918, was a significant conflict rooted in socio-political
tensions. The events of December 1917 and January 1918 illustrated a critical turning point in Finland’s
history, marked by the refusal of the Svinhufvud government to accommodate the socialists.

1. The Political Climate
In late 1917, the Svinhufvud government—which leaned towards conservative and nationalist
ideologies—made it clear that it would not negotiate with socialist factions, which represented the
working class. This hard stance set the stage for inevitable conflict.

2. What Triggered the Uprising?
The decisive moment occurred on January 9, 1918, when the Svinhufvud government authorized the
White Guard, a paramilitary group composed mainly of conservative and nationalist supporters, to act
as a state security force. This was interpreted as a direct threat by the socialist factions, leading to
heightened tensions.

3. The Call for Action
Feeling cornered, socialist leaders, now driven by revolutionary fervor, called for a general uprising.
They planned to launch their rebellion on the night of January 27-28, 1918. This was a strategic move
intended to preemptively challenge the authority of the White Guard.

4. The Role of Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim
In the midst of this escalating conflict, the Svinhufvud government appointed Carl Gustaf Emil
Mannerheim, a former tsarist general and Swedish-speaking Finn, as the commander of its military
forces. Mannerheim was instrumental in leading the White forces as they mobilized, independently
announcing a military action set to coincide with the socialists’ uprising on the same night.

5. The Debate Over Avoidability
Historians have long debated whether the Finnish Civil War was an avoidable conflict. Both the
Svinhufvud government and the socialist factions exhibited an unwillingness to compromise,
contributing to the outbreak of violence. This mutual responsibility highlights the complexities of
political power struggles in revolutionary contexts.

Conclusion
The Finnish Civil War emerged from a volatile mix of political rigidity, class struggle, and the urgent
need for both sides to assert their authority. The events leading up to the conflict serve as a stark
reminder of how failure to negotiate and seek common ground can lead to catastrophic outcomes.


