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Abstract 

 

This study sets out to examine the Swedish government´s altered discourse on NATO in the years 

2004 and 2015. Given the drastic change in security situation in Europe over the last 20 years, it is 

logical to assume it has influenced the relation between Sweden and NATO. The study aims to 

highlight how the Swedish government governs through discourse and its understanding of NATO 

in different circumstances. When compared, the analyzed defense propositions both describe NATO 

as important, even crucial, but in vastly different ways. In 2004, NATO acts as an entry point for 

diplomatic and political influence in international politics as well as a way for Sweden to express its 

identity as an altruistic country. In contrast, NATO in 2015 is vital to the development of Sweden´s 

military capability and the ability to provide and receive the help necessary for its solidarity policy. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was created April 4th, 1949, by 12 countries, 

including the USA, Canada, Denmark, The United Kingdom, France, and Belgium (NATO, 

2020). NATO is a political and military cooperation. The political aim of the organization is to 

promote democratic values and enable members to consult on defense and security related 

issues, prevent conflict, and build trust and cooperation (NATO, n.d.). The military cooperation 

is a collective defense based on article 5 in The North Atlantic Treaty. Simplified, it states that 

an attack on one member is an attack on all, and the alliance will respond in any way deemed 

necessary, including deployment of armed forces, to restore and maintain security. Though it 

has no military of its own, NATO has access to those of its member and partner countries, 

which can agree to put their personnel, equipment, and resources at its disposal (NATO, 2016). 

As a military alliance NATO has enormous resources and is highly potent. 

Sweden joined NATO´s Partnership for Peace (PfP) in 1994. PfP is a cooperation where 

individual countries can improve their relationship with NATO, choosing priorities as they see 

fit, without becoming a member. It involves, maintaining or developing the ability to contribute 

to peace operations and strengthening military relations with NATO-members (Skr. 

1993/94:207, p. 2-3). Sweden has since participated in several NATO lead operations such as 

Stabilization Force (SFOR) in Bosnia Herzegovina, Kosovo Force (KFOR), and Unified 

Protector (OUP) in Libya (Natoutredningen, 2016, p. 157-158). 

The early 2000s were a good era for Europe, security wise. Sweden celebrated its tenth 

anniversary as a NATO partner country in 2004, the same year the Baltic states applied for 

memberships in the EU and NATO (Paulauskas, 2006, 3). The previous decade saw the fall of 

both the Berlin Wall and the Soviet Union. The highest number of armed conflicts on the 

European continent in any year between 2000 and 2007 was two. Compared to Asia, where the 

number never fell below 13, Europe was relatively free from armed conflicts (Petterson & 

Wallensten, 2015, p. 539). There was a feeling of regional safety and security in both Sweden 

and Europe as a whole. In the European Security Strategy from 2003, the council of the 

European Union stated, “Europe has never been so prosperous, so secure, nor so free. The 

violence of the first half of the 20th Century has given way to a period of peace and stability 

unprecedented in European history.” (Council of the European Union: General Secretariat, 
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2003, p. 27). Jacob Westberg, a prominent Swedish author in defense and security studies, says 

this period in time is the best position Sweden has been in, security wise, since the beginning 

of the 1800s (2010, p. 88).  

Things have changed since those years. There are some events that stand out that as 

having significantly shaped the debate on Sweden´s foreign and security policy. During the war 

in the republic of Georgia in 2008, Russia supported and recognized both republics of Abkhazia 

and South Ossetia, whereas most nations in the UN recognize them as part of Georgia. An 

independent commission appointed by the EU concluded that both Georgia and Russia were to 

blame for this eruption (MSB, 2013, p. 5). Russia actively triggered the event and used, 

according to the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, disproportionate measures when 

supporting Abkhazia and South Ossetia with military action (Ibid, p. 5). The Russian annexation 

of Crimea in 2014 threatened the sense of peace and security in Europe and the Swedish region. 

Relations between the US, NATO, the west and Russia have worsened in the last two decades, 

the friction between them bringing things close to a boiling point more than once (Fredriksson, 

2018). Tension rose again around 2015 when Russia conducted military exercises that violated 

both Swedish and Finnish air space and positioned two corvettes capable of carrying nuclear 

weapons in Kaliningrad near the Baltic sea (Bergquist, 2017, p. 80). In a notoriously often-cited 

interview from 2012, Sweden´s then commander-in-chief Sverker Göransson said that in the 

event of a hypothetical Russian attack, Sweden could defend itself for a week at most, and then 

would need support from others (Holmström, 2012). 

 

1.1 Problem statement 

With the new security situation in Europe and Sweden´s region, the debate over if and to whom 

Sweden should turn for help has become a central matter. Joining NATO is now a pivotal 

question in the field of Swedish foreign and security politics. There is a multitude of newspaper 

articles covering the debate that give numerous differing opinions on Sweden´s relationship 

with NATO (see Hildebrandt, 2015; Lindeborg, 2016; Gummesson, 2018). Most political 

parties have a clear on stance on whether membership with NATO is the right way to go. Books 

have been released covering the NATO debate in Sweden (see Tolgfors, 2016; Bergquist, 

Björnsson & Hirdman, Sven, 2014). 

Sweden originally joined PfP in 1994 because the sitting government felt that Sweden 

and PfP share the fundamental values of furthering and protecting freedom and human rights, 

and felt that they could cooperate for European security (Skr. 1993/94:207, p. 4). With Sweden 
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holding on to its non-alignment position and deeper integration with NATO, it is interesting to 

understand how the Swedish government motivates the need for NATO and in what ways. What 

is the discourse on NATO from the Swedish government ten years after entering the partnership 

and, given the events that affected the security situation in Europe between 2004 and 2015, has 

this discourse changed? There has not been much previous research about Sweden´s motivation 

for continued engagement with NATO or about the discourse on NATO from a governmental 

perspective. I will in this study critically assess the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO 

and how it has changed in the worsened European security situation. I will do this by analyzing 

the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO in security policy from the years 2004 and 2015 

through the defense propositions drafted in each of these years. The aim is not to account for 

the period between 2004 and 2015, rather it is to compare the two propositions.  
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2. Aim and research question 

 

This study aims to highlight the Swedish government´s conventional logic that underlies the 

discourses on NATO and add to our understanding of how discourses uphold and maintain a 

perception of NATO. The goal is to deepen the understanding of how governing in this matter 

is taking place and what knowledge it produces on NATO in different circumstances. The study 

will challenge the given perception of NATO and instead look at it as socially and politically 

produced. Contributing to increased transparency and how governing takes place is in the 

interest of the public and is therefore important to study. 

 

2.1 Research question 

 

How has the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO 

altered between proposition 2004/05:5 and proposition 

2014/15:109? 

 

2.2 Outline of thesis 

The initial chapter begins by presenting the introduction and problem statement of the study. 

Chapter two contains the aim of the study, research question, this outline, and lastly 

delimitations. Chapter three presents the previous research in the field. Chapter four presents 

material and method. This chapter will first discuss the selection of material that will later be 

analyzed. Thereafter, I will present the theoretical framework that this study builds on. After 

this, I will review discourse analysis as a qualitative method and discuss its relevance for this 

study and how it serves the aim of the study. Then, Carol Bacchi´s “what´s the problem 

represented to be” (WPR) approach will be presented as a methodology and how it will be used 

in this study as analytical tool. The chapter will end with a discussion of the thesis´s validity 

and reliability. Chapter five contains the study´s analysis. It is divided into three sections. The 

first two sections are the analyses of proposition 2004/05:5 and proposition 2014/15:109. In the 

last section, a comparison between the two results will be made. In this section the research 

question will be answered. Chapter six will give a conclusion of the study and describe what 

this thesis has contributed to the field and propose further research. The bibliography can be 

found in chapter seven. 
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2.3 Delimitations 

To be able to fully answer the research question and precisely analyze the content, and because 

of limited space, some delimitations have been made to the study. 

This study has chosen to focus solely on the government and its perspective on NATO. 

This choice is made because the government has a privileged position as the entity in charge of 

relations with NATO – something that will be discussed later in the study – making the 

government of particular interest in this field. This is not to say that other actors, such as NGOs 

and institutions, do not influence decisions made on the matter, only that they will be left aside 

in this study. 

This limits what material and methods are relevant to the study. As only material from 

the time period in question, authored by the Swedish government, is relevant, I have chosen to 

study defense propositions from 2004 and 2015. More on this can be found under “material 

selection”. 

Moreover, the focus of the study is the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO. This 

means related topics such as Sweden´s non-alignment and neutrality policies are not central to 

the study, and will only be of interest to the extent that they can add to the understanding of the 

rationale behind the government’s decisions. This study will analyze the governing through 

discourse taking place in official policy documents. Because of this, the method of analysis 

chosen is Carol Bacchi’s WPR-approach (2009). There are more discourse methods which 

apply to this material, however, the WPR-approach best serves this study’s aim as it focuses on 

governing done through policies. 
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3. Overview of research field 

 

In this chapter I will present an overview of the research field and discuss how the influential 

research relates to each other. 

A paper published by Jacob Westberg in 2016 compiles and discusses Sweden´s alliance 

strategies of the last 200 years. He outlines what he calls internal and external environmental 

factors that influence defense strategies. Internal environmental factors are the political elite´s 

outlined goals for the strategies. Here influence from national identity and cultural strategic 

context is central. External environmental factors are the regional or global balance of power 

between states, tensions between superpowers, and influence from international institutions 

(2016, p. 31). It is through these that we can understand and categorize Sweden´s choices in 

defense and security politics. He argues that in the 2000s, Sweden started developing a defense 

based on solidarity politics that would continue for the next two decades. The defense 

proposition of 2015 is sort of a middle path between military non-alignment and bilateral 

military cooperation (Ibid, p. 46). An enhanced cooperation with NATO illustrates the balance 

between internal and external factors in the proposition. 

Wagnsson (2011) takes another approach to when analyzing Sweden and NATO´s 

relationship. She looks at their discursive relationship in terms of forming a security 

community. In Wagnsson’s reading, NATO´s existence is dependent on financial gains, and a 

realist narrative of a threatening “other” from which one must be protected, rather than idealist 

values like those that are central to the Swedish narrative. However, NATO has been toning 

down these realist themes, and has started recognizing more than military means as a premise 

for security. These changes have narrowed the gap in discourse between Sweden and NATO, 

making a security community possible (Wagnsson, 2011, p. 593-596). 

Wagnsson builds on Adler & Barnett’s (1998) definition of a security community, which 

is well used in the field of security and foreign policy (see Bremberg, 2015; Bueger & 

Stockbruegger, 2012; Porter & Bendiek, 2012). Security communities center on three 

characteristics. Firstly, members have a shared identity, values, and use the same meanings 

when talking about social reality. Secondly, relations between members are not only expressed 

through formal meetings but also through numerous informal interactions. Lastly, communities 

exhibit some form of long-term shared interests and sometimes altruism, or feelings of 

obligation and responsibility towards each other (Adler & Barnett, 1998, p. 31). 
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Bergman Rosamond (2016) does not discuss Sweden´s ability to form communities, 

however, she sees Sweden´s motives in international operations as idealistic. She believes 

Sweden´s international actions are motivated by feelings of obligation to others. Sweden sees 

itself as a country committed to helping the less fortunate and promoting gender equality, not 

simply nationally or regionally but globally. “Doing good” internationally lies at the heart of 

social democratic internationalism and idealism (2016, p. 466-467). Aggestam (2007) furthers 

this point by arguing “Rather than a narrow territorial conception of threat, the Swedish 

government subscribes to the threats outlined in the European Security Strategy, such as 

regional instability, state failure, organized crime, international terrorism and WMD 

proliferation.” (2007, p. 207). The influences Bergman Rosamond and Aggestam point out are 

exactly the features of Westberg´s (2016) internal environmental factors. 

In ”Svensk säkerhetspolitik i Europa och världen” (2015) Jan Ångström discusses 

whether Sweden´s international operations with actors such as NATO and the UN serve 

Sweden’s identity or security. He analyzes official policy documents such as defense 

propositions and military operation propositions. He takes two approaches to this question, 

rationalist and constructivist (2015, p. 234). On the rationalist side, Sweden´s operations can be 

seen as serving its security because the operations are developing Sweden’s military capability, 

keeping international political order, and preventing superpowers from obtaining a monopoly 

on international politics. This can be linked with Westberg´s external environmental factors that 

influence defense strategies. In the rationalist perspective, it is important to be a part of and 

influence the external environmental factors, so it is beneficial to one´s owns strategic goals. 

  However, from the constructivist perspective, it can also be seen as a method for Sweden 

to establish its identity as a moral state that intervenes in international conflicts (Ibid, p. 259). 

This would be an internal environmental factor like Westberg proposed, such as Sweden´s 

culture and identity, something Bergman Rosamond (2016) and Aggestam (2007) would 

probably agree with. 

In addition to Ångström, Aggestam & Hyde-Price (2016, p. 480) argue that Sweden´s 

participation in international operations not only serves its altruistic ethical image, but it also 

aligns with instrumental views. International operations, with actors such as NATO, enhance 

Sweden´s diplomatic and foreign policy influence, something Ångström would call rational 

motives for the international operations. 

Ann-Sofie Dahl (2017) also subscribes to the idea of influence when discussing Sweden´s 

(and Finland´s) relations with NATO. She examines the decisions Sweden and Finland have 
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made in bi- and multilateral partnerships, and argues that cooperation, such as with PfP and in 

military operations, are not a step towards NATO, as Wagnsson says, but a way to circumvent 

membership while still getting closer to NATO. These partnerships are a way of getting closer 

politically and militarily to NATO and the west, while keeping their non-alignment intact (Dahl, 

2017, p. 80). 

Forsberg & Vaahtoranta (2007) do not necessarily dismiss the notion of political 

influence, but instead examine Sweden´s (and Finland´s) security policies to define post-

neutrality and describe how the two states balance on the line between military alignment and 

non-alignment (2007, p. 1). Sweden and Finland see participation in international operations as 

positive but draw a clear line between crisis management and national territorial defense (Ibid, 

p. 73). NATO, through PfP, is a channel for developing practical cooperation in crisis 

management and is also important to European security (Ibid, 75). They argue that in the mid-

2000s, Sweden and Finland did not need a military guarantee but saw it as important to 

contribute to the common security through the EU and NATO (Ibid, p. 85). So, instead of 

political influence, it is for practical reasons and taking responsibility for the European security. 

The discussions presented above are the most common in the research field and highlight, 

two different perspectives or viewpoints on the discussion of Sweden and NATO. The first is a 

constructivist perspective, which is primarily concerned with understanding Sweden’s relation 

to NATO in terms of identities, norms, and cultures. Scholars such as Wagnsson (2011), 

Ångström (2015), Bergman Rosamond (2016), and Aggestam (2007) argue from this 

perspective. The second approach is a rationalist perspective, and this focuses on the practical, 

diplomatic, and political rationales behind Sweden’s relation with NATO. This second 

approach is taken by scholars such as Ångström (2015) again, Forsberg & Vaahtoranta (2007), 

and Dahl (2017). Westberg (2016) uses both these approaches in his paper, where he describes 

the internal environmental factors such as national identity and external environmental factors 

such as balance of power in international politics. 

The contributions the above-mentioned scholars have made to the field will be used in 

this study to identify certain elements of the discourses, creating a better understanding of the 

possible discourse change, or at the least indicating which discourse is dominant in Swedish 

security policy on NATO. 
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4. Material and method 

 

I will begin this chapter by presenting the material which later will be analyzed, and then the 

method chosen for this study. The section on method will start with the theoretical foundations 

of the method and discuss the use and relevance of a discourse analysis. Then the chapter details 

discourse analysis as a qualitative method, the WPR-approach as methodology, and the way it 

will be used as an analytical tool in this study. The chapter ends with a discussion regarding the 

validity and reliability of this study. 

 

4.1 Material selection 

The aim of the study is to analyze the governmental discourse on NATO in 2004 and 2015 and 

determine the change in discourse. Therefore, the selected material must be authored by the 

government. This study will analyze the two propositions 2004/05:5, “Vårt framtida försvar” 

and 2014/15:109, “Försvarspolitisk inriktning – Sveriges försvar 2016–2020”, which were 

drafted in 2004 and 2015, respectively. A proposition is a proposal of a new law, change of law, 

or guidelines. The propositions analyzed in this study contain several proposed law changes 

and stated guidelines. What needs to be done, how it will be done, and by what means it will 

be done is outlined in great detail in the propositions.  

Sweden's relatively long history with NATO, starting in 1994, means the relation between 

the two is outlined in a comprehensive matter. Most government authored documents about 

NATO are usually about specific operations, such as in Afghanistan, or agreements between 

Sweden and NATO. These types of documents are useful for individual analysis, however this 

study requires documents that represent the Swedish government's broad and detailed view of 

its relationship with NATO while also being comparable to each other. To reach the highest 

level of compatible documents, this study has opted for the two defense and security 

propositions that later became the defense acts. 

The propositions authored by the government are based on reports from the defense 

committee (Försvarsberedningen). The defense committee is a consultation forum for the 

government and representation from political parties in the parliament. Its purpose is to 

formulate Sweden´s defense and security policy as unitarily as possible (Regeringskansliet, 

2017). Also, proposition 2014/15:109 was drafted by agreement from both parties of 

government at the time, Socialdemokraterna and Miljöpartiet, and three parties in the 

parliament, Moderaterna, Centerpartiet, and Kristdemokraterna (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 6). This 
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means the proposition can be said to represent Sweden's official standpoint, rather than solely 

that of the government. However, this study will consider the Swedish government as the 

producer of the discourses because they drafted and proposed the policies. 

A broad overview of the 2004/05:5 proposition is that the internationalization of the 

Swedish defense shall continue and be developed for international operations capability. 

Budget cuts of three billion Swedish crowns will be made in certain areas gradually by 2007 

(Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 1 & 227). As discussed earlier, this period in the first years of the 2000s is 

seen as stability and secure in the region and Europe. Sweden took the opportunity in these 

peacetimes to disarm the military dramatically (Bergquist, 2017, p. 79). The spending cuts are 

enormous and led to the biggest termination of defense units since 1925 (Försvarsmakten.se). 

Russia had bigger worries than its neighbors to the west and had to turn its resources and 

political focus on the Caucasus region and especially the Chechnya war (Bergquist, 2017, p. 

79). Proposition 2004/05:5 was drafted in this peaceful time and before Russia´s aggression 

towards the republic of Georgia and later Crimea. It captures a very different security situation 

that affects the view of what a defense should be and what it would be the answer to. This era 

remains unique from those past and future. The spending cuts and the change of focus towards 

operational defense gives an interesting dynamic for the analysis of how to understand NATO 

in that context. The question to answer by analyzing the 2004 proposition is: "What place does 

NATO have in Sweden's defense policy during such a peaceful time?". 

When proposition 2014/15:109 was drafted in the security situation was drastically 

different from that of 2004. Russia´s aggression in the republic of Georgia and the annexation 

of Crimea are two of the main reasons for the change in circumstances. Ulf Wickbom (2015) 

ascertains that the Swedish defense culture have changed. Before the disbarment and enormous 

cuts to the defense, there was a saying, “We only defend Sweden. Only we defend Sweden.” 

and people rallied around the notion that almost every member of society was a part of the total 

defense (civil and military). There was a me and us. Now, that feeling was replaced by a sense 

that it is somebody else´s job to defend Sweden, such as NATO and the EU (Wickbom, 2015, 

p. 80-81). Commander-in-chief Sverker Göransson´s 2012 comment about Sweden´s lack of 

defense capability sparked a debate over how and by what means Sweden shall defend itself 

(Holmström, 2012). Combined with the immediate threat in form of Russia meant Sweden 

needed something else. No longer was it enough to defend Sweden´s interests in Afghanistan, 

but Sweden needed to build a defense capable of defending the territory and answer to the 

Russian aggression. 
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In proposition 2014/15:109, military together with political, diplomatic, and economic 

means shall be the impeding force for an actor who wants to attack or impose pressure on 

Sweden by military actions (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 1). The return of total defense (military and 

civil defense) is also a major theme in the proposition. 

The proposition covers a time of reaction by the Swedish government. From the last 

defense propositions where cuts and decrease in the military organization had been made, to 

Sweden´s need to retract some of those cuts and increase military spending and build a bigger 

and more capable organization. When Sweden's defense requires such drastic changes, what is 

the understanding of NATO's position in Swedish defense policy? These propositions represent 

two time periods sitting on different sides of the scale, and comparing them will show how the 

Swedish government´s relation to NATO evolves when facing different threats. 

 

4.2 Theoretical foundation 

Discourse analysis and the WPR-approach are founded on the theory of social constructivism. 

According to Winther Jørgensen & Phillips (1999, p. 11-12), social constructivism is based on 

four premises. The first is a critical view of “obvious” knowledge. The knowledge we possess 

cannot not be said to be an objective truth of the reality of an event or a thing. Rather, reality is 

a product of our interpretation of the world through the lens of our subjective knowledge. The 

second premise is that knowledge of reality is always formed by historical and cultural context 

and can thus change over time. Discourse contributes to this construction of the social world 

and the perception of it. The third premise is that our knowledge of reality is created and upheld 

in social processes such as social interactions that occur repeatedly. Common truths are created 

in these social processes, and then compete against each other to become accepted reality. The 

last premise is that social truths enable certain social actions and make others unthinkable. 

Different constructed perceptions of realities lead to different social actions and consequences 

for those who carry them out. 

Having the analytical lens founded on this premise will provide the necessary framework 

of which will reveal how the realities, in this case the understanding of NATO, are produced 

and upheld. By specifically looking at the discourse will enable this study to do so. 

 

4.3 Discourse analysis as qualitative method 

Discourse analysis is part of what is called qualitative text analysis. The aim of qualitative text 

analysis is to highlight certain parts of a text and form an understanding of them that might be 
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missed if taken at face value. In other words, there are parts in the text that can only be 

understood through intensive reading and use of an analytical tool. Qualitative text analysis is 

used when one is interested in the processes of creating meaning and ideas. Material things, 

actors, and phenomena do not have intrinsic meaning, instead they are given meaning in a social 

context (Esaiasson et al., 2017, p. 211). Qualitative text analysis has two main usage areas, 

systemizing and critically examining texts (Ibid, p. 213). 

Discourse analysis is used for the latter. Discourse analyses assume that language does 

not represent a set reality but is used to define it. Therefore, language always represents one 

perspective of the reality (Bergström & Ekström, 2018, p. 255). Foucault, a prominent scholar 

in poststructuralism, considers language essential to the way we make sense of the world. In 

Bergström & Boréus´s interpretation of Foucault, one does not possess power, power is fluid 

and changing. It can be found in different places and one of the places is in language (Bergström 

& Boréus, 2018, 18-19). Foucault showed that power, knowledge, and discourse can be studied 

with discourse analysis. One of the interpretations of Foucault’s definition of “discourse” 

according to Bergström & Ekström, is a rule-based system that legitimizes some ideas and 

rejects others and regulates who can express themselves with authority. These systems are not 

set and are liable to change (2018, p. 258).  

 Foucault’s lack of tools for analysis has inspired others to create them (Ibid, p. 258). One 

of these is Carol Bacchi and her WPR approach, which focuses on analyzing the power that lies 

in policies. 

 

4.4 WPR as methodology 

WPR is a “policy-as-discourse” approach in which policies are a central part of the creation of 

social problems and discourses on them (Bacchi, 2000, p. 47-48). Building on Foucault´s rule-

based system, Bacchi means that discourses are socially produced forms of knowledge which 

set limits on what to think, write, or speak about a given social concept. They do not exist apart 

from the statements that constitute them, which makes them a form of fiction, albeit a powerful 

one because they are commonly accepted as truths. To call these discourses is to put them under 

interrogation, to question their truth status (Bacchi, 2009, p. 35). 

A central component of a WPR-approach is understanding how governing takes place 

and what implications this has for the people being governed (Ibid, p. ix-x). A policy is often a 

response from the government to fix a problem in society. However, this can be challenged. 

Bacchi argues that rather than having a government responding to problems outside of the 
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policy process, the government creates and gives shape to problems when drafting policy. She 

calls the creation of the problem the representation of a problem rather than the problem 

(Bacchi, 2009, p. 1).  

To illustrate this, imagine a city council decides to address air-pollution in the city. The 

policy solution is to make it easier to use bicycles rather than cars in the city. The policy has 

then pointed out the “problem”. There are too many cars in the city, causing air pollution. This 

will influence the way the population of the city thinks about pollution and cars. The city council 

enlists specialists such as doctors and social scientists to set desirable behavior norms by the 

knowledge they produce, such as bicycling is healthier, it costs less than a car and does not 

pollute the air.  Driving your car less will be considered desirable behavior, which will lead to 

self-regulation. This sort of power, where the population has a free choice of driving their car 

or not but chooses one over the other because of an idea of what is desirable, is called 

governmentality and is a cornerstone of the WPR approach (Ibid, p. 29-30). This form of power, 

the power of problematization in policies, is the object of analysis in the WPR-approach. 

Instead of taking the policy at face value, the WPR-approach studies the problematization 

and common truths it contains. In the example above, a WPR-approach is to analyze the 

problematization of cars and the solution of fewer cars and more bicycles. WPR rejects the 

assumption that governments are reacting to an objective problem. Instead, it considers the 

government as an actor in the social interplay that defines and creates problems. Government 

policies advance certain ideas over others. In the above example, cars are polluting, and bicycles 

are good, which is not outlandish to conclude. However, in policies, the government has the 

opportunity to say what and by what means something needs fixing, which represents a certain 

perspective on the problem. This is not to suggest that the government is intentionally 

manipulating public perception, only that the government is in the privileged position where its 

perception becomes a widely accepted one (Ibid, p. 33-34). This is the foundation of the WPR-

approach. Problems do not exist outside the policy process, but problem representations are 

created when creating policies. The government has a privileged position when authorizing 

common truths, and policies then express these constructed common truths by the discourses 

within them (Ibid, p. 33). 

By using the WPR-approach, this study will be able to identify the government´s 

discourse on NATO in the propositions. A policy-as-discourse method, such as the WPR-

approach, does not take for granted the government’s policy as a reflection of an objective 

problem. Instead, the way the government formulates what is needed and what NATO is, does, 
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and provide will be critically analyzed. This analysis of government produced knowledge is not 

to say if it is true or not, instead, it is to put it under scrutiny, reveal the knowledge and the logic 

behind it, how that is put forward and what is not. This will be done by the analytical tools 

presented below. 

 

4.5 WPR as an analytical tool 

Carol Bacchi’s approach includes six questions that make up the analytical tool. Combinations 

and variants of the questions to suit a specific study are common (Esaiasson et al., 2017, p. 

218). For the aim of this study, there are two questions of particular interest. These two 

questions will hereby be called analysis questions 1 and 2. 

Analysis question 1 is, “what´s the problem represented to be?”. This is posed to clarify 

what a problem, or rather the problematization, is in a policy. What the policy is trying to solve. 

The aim is to reveal and clarify the implicit problem representations, and through this reveal 

and clarify how the issue is thought of, which in turn suggests what to do about it. This approach 

to policy study can be thought as going backwards. Looking at a policy´s proposed solution 

reveals the representation of the problem rather than working from the problem representation 

to understand the solution. Going backwards can reveal a deeper understanding of the 

representation of the problem. There is not necessarily one problem representation in a policy, 

problem representations can even contradict each other (Bacchi, 2009, p. 2-3). One way of 

identifying the problem representation is to see how funds are targeted in a policy (Ibid, p. 4).  

For this study, analysis question 1 will focus on one part in the policies (the defense 

propositions), which is NATO. The aim of this is to look at what is ascribed to NATO and then 

use that to nderstand what NATO solves for the Swedish defense and by that reveal the 

problematization. 

The goal of analysis question 2, “what presuppositions or assumptions underlie the 

problem representation?”, is to identify and analyze the conceptual logic of the specific 

problem representation. “Presuppositions and assumptions” refers to knowledge that is 

presented and taken for granted in the problem representation. Conceptual logic is 

presuppositions that must be in place to make sense of the problem representation. This question 

does not try to identify biases or beliefs held by the policy makers, but to identify the knowledge 

that the problematization relies upon to make sense (Ibid, p. 5). 

Bacchi suggests one way to identify assumptions and presuppositions is to identify 

binaries and key concepts. Binaries assume A/not-A relationships, such as male/female, 
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responsible/irresponsible. Binaries simplify complex relationships and imply a hierarchy within 

the relationship. The goal of identifying binaries is to reveal and understand how the policy 

functions and to shape our understanding of the problem representation (Bacchi, 2009, p. 7). 

For this study that means finding the binaries that influence the understanding of NATO. 

Binaries and hierarchy within them that support a certain understanding of NATO is what will 

be analyzed. Bacchi also suggests identifying and analyzing key concepts. Key concepts are 

abstract labels whose assigned meaning can be contested, such as democracy or security. The 

goal here is to find the concepts and analyze what meanings have been assigned to them (Ibid, 

p. 8). As with binaries, the study will identify the concepts that support certain understandings 

of NATO.  

 

 

4.6 Validity and reliability 

A high degree of validity is important for scientific studies. The chosen material and method 

must fit the aim of the study (Boréus & Bergström, 2018, p. 39). In the context of this study of 

Sweden and NATO, validity means analyzing material that represents the Swedish 

government’s discourse on NATO. This material must be government authored and discuss 

NATO at length, as well as pertain to the time period being studied. The method is carefully 

chosen as it is not only a method for discourse analysis but also fits well with the chosen 

material. 

However, a constructivist view of research offers a more complex definition of validity. In 

constructivism, some research subjects cannot be studied independently of the scientist’s own 

knowledge of it. Limitations are set by the scientist´s understanding of the object, such as what 

the object is and how it works and therefore possible answers to research question regarding 

the object. In this way the scientist is co-creator of the understanding of the object. Therefore, 

according to Boréus & Bergström (Ibid, p. 40), not only should methodological tools be 

considered regarding validity, but also the scientist’s own historical and cultural influences on 

the understanding of the research object. Esaiasson et al. (2017, p. 227) argues that it is 

important for the scientist to know the distance between themself and the text that will be 

analyzed. This distance is how familiar the scientist is with the environment the text has been 

produced in in terms of time, social, and cultural context. That is, it is easier to understand a 

text the closer you are in time, socially and culturally, to when it was produced. 
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To be able to keep myself as close to my object of study as possible I have familiarized 

myself with the political, societal, and scholarly debates that surround the relationship between 

Sweden and NATO. This is partly done by making a thorough overview of the research field. 

Another part of this is to read and try to understand the different approaches and perspectives 

of the debate shown in media and have an understanding of the government party’s standpoint 

on NATO. It has given me knowledge of the social and cultural context in which Sweden and 

NATO are discussed in. This will later help me identify elements of the discourses and to 

interpret them as close as possible to the way are intended to be. 

Though this does not mean that I have all the knowledge required to understand information 

in every context, however, I am close enough for this study. I cannot claim that my historical 

and cultural influences will not impact my interpretations. Instead, this study aims to be 

transparent and show the steps taken in forming, as well as the basis for, my interpretations and 

the logic of conclusions drawn from them. To show conclusions drawn from interpretations 

made, quotations will be systematically referenced. Because the propositions are drafted in 

Swedish, it will be my own translations of the quotes that will be referenced. Taking these steps 

should ensure the study has a high level of reliability. The interpretations made in the study 

may not be consistent with those drawn by scientists with different historical and cultural 

backgrounds. However, this difference in outcomes is not exclusive to qualitative text analysis 

or this study in particular but is possible in all social sciences according to Esaiasson et al. 

(2017, p. 228).  
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5. Analysis 

 

In this chapter I will analyze the material through the WPR-approach. This chapter is divided 

into three sections, an analysis of each proposition and then a comparison between the two. I 

will first analyze proposition 2004/05:5 and apply both analysis questions presented in method 

chapter. The first section of this chapter aims to determine what the governmental discourse on 

NATO was in 2004. I will in section two, apply the same analysis question on proposition 

2014/15:109 and aiming to determine the governmental discourse on NATO in 2015. 

The third section of this chapter contain a discussion in which I relate the two results of 

the previous two analyses to each other and compare them. I will highlight similarities and 

differences in the discourses on NATO. This section of the chapter aims to answer the research 

question, “How has the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO altered between proposition 

2014/15:109 and proposition 2014/15:109?”. 

 

5.1 Analysis of proposition 2004/05:5 

2004 was a good year for European security. The relationship between Russia and the west had 

continued to improve and Sweden’s partnership with NATO was well established. During such 

a peaceful time in Europe, what was the Swedish government discourse on NATO? 

 

What is the problem represented to be in proposition 2004/05:5? 

The explicit goals of defense propositions are usually easy to understand. They aim to defend 

and secure the country’s population and territory. Naturally, these are also the goals of Prop. 

2004/05:5 (see Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 31). Additionally, this proposition has other goals 

(ambitions, targets or intentions can be used instead) that relate more directly to NATO such as 

contributing to international operations. 

 

Sweden's international efforts contribute to promoting international peace and security, and 

thereby strengthen our own security. Today's security situation and conflict patterns have 

made this connection increasingly clear. It is therefore important that Sweden acts jointly 

with other states in peace-promoting efforts. The defense reform will increase Sweden's 

opportunity to contribute to the development of the EU's crisis management capability, as 

well as our opportunity to participate in peacekeeping operations within the framework of 

the UN and other international organizations. (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 12) 
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Further development of international operation capability is justified by the improved 

security situation it would lead to for Sweden, the EU, and the surrounding world. Similarly, 

the proposition asserts that the national defense´s competence and resources must be used where 

they best contribute to Sweden´s security (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 12). Simplified, the Swedish 

government needs NATO because it fulfills these goals. NATO is no more than an actor to 

engage with to strengthen Sweden´s security. This makes sense if the problem is taken at face 

value and the solution (NATO) is not further analyzed. 

However, the WPR-approach advocates “going backwards”. This is done by evaluating 

the ways NATO is discussed and what is ascribed to NATO. This will reveal the implicit 

problematization underlying the justification for engagement with NATO. Proposition 

2004/05:5 describes NATO as an important security organization. NATO is going through a 

change that is starting to focus more on international crisis management. Sweden´s relationship 

with NATO is built on cooperation in the Euro-Atlantic partnership council and PfP. This 

cooperation is important for the security of Europe. The most meaningful part of this description 

is the importance ascribed to these partnerships, and how it connects to the goals stated above. 

 

These collaborations are an important part of the pan-European security regime. The 

partnership is a concrete contribution to the transatlantic security system and a strong 

transatlantic link. It remains the main instrument for developing the coordination and 

interoperability necessary to contribute to international crisis management and peace-

building activities. Exercise activities and the so-called planning and review mechanism 

ensure the partner countries' capacity for international crisis management operations, 

whether conducted under the auspices of the UN, the EU or NATO. (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 

16-17) 

 

The Swedish government argues that it is in Swedish interests to contribute to promoting 

international peace and security, because in the end it will strengthen the security of Sweden 

itself. The government asserts that the current patterns of conflict and international security 

situation are evidence for this point of view (Ibid, p. 12). Bacchi (2009, p. 4) suggests looking 

at a policy’s allocation of funds to identify a dominant problem representation. 

The Swedish government argues that a decrease in military ambition is made possible 

because of the security situation. The decrease in funding shall be allocated to expense-section 

6. Expense-section 6 finances activities aimed at maintaining and developing robustness from 



 

19 

 

an attack in society during peacetime, ensuring capability in event of an attack, and the give 

and take of support from other countries when society is distressed (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 216). 

Thus, the traditional sense of strengthening security, which is in this study understood as 

military manpower and resources, does not seem to apply here. The proposition states that a 

military-armed attack on Sweden alone is still unlikely, at least in the next ten-year period (Ibid, 

p. 12). 

To borrow an example from Ångström (2015, p. 233-234), if conflicts in Afghanistan, 

Liberia, and Congo are not at risk of spreading to Sweden or threatening Swedish interests, why 

then, does Sweden involve itself in these conflicts? Bergman Rosamond would probably say it 

is because of Sweden’s humanitarian tradition (2016, p. 466-467). Similarly, Wagnsson might 

say this is an example of Sweden’s almost obsessive concern with its reputation (Wagnsson, 

2011, p. 595), and Aggestam would say Sweden’s definition of threat is wider than simply 

within its own borders (2007, p. 207). Yet, if the immediate security is not the reason for 

engaging with NATO through international operations, other explanations must be considered. 

In searching for alternative explanations, the proposition’s statement on the importance 

of NATO is of particular interest. NATO is called the main instrument for developing the 

interoperability necessary to contribute to the international crisis management conducted 

through the UN, the EU or NATO.  In addition to this, NATO is attributed the power to 

influence norms and the probable ability to certify forces for crisis management tasks through 

NATO Response Force (NRF) (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 16). In fact, operations such as those 

conducted by NATO is considered a source of influence, “By contributing to international crisis 

management, we strengthen international peace and security, including our own security. We 

thereby increase our opportunities to influence international policy. It strengthens our 

credibility” (Ibid, p. 26). This reveals a different, more detailed picture of NATO’s necessity to 

Sweden. NATO is a central actor for political influence. Engaging with NATO and other 

international collaborations enhances Sweden’s influence in foreign policy areas, a possible 

political motivation as Aggestam & Hyde-price (2016, p. 480) argue. Ångström (2015, p. 259) 

also believes political influence can be a motivation. Political influence used to stop 

superpowers from monopolizing world politics. 

It seems Sweden’s engagement with NATO has less to do with strengthening Sweden´s 

immediate security, and more to do with political aspirations. It indicates the problematization 

is the lack of participation in these political arenas. 
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It is possible the problematization is not wholly based on political aspirations, though. If 

we grant Aggestam´s claim that Sweden’s definition of threat is broader than its borders, we 

must also consider altruistic motives of the problematization. The proposition itself alludes to 

such motives. 

 

In cases where a state does not have the ability or willingness to comply with its obligation 

to protect the population of its own country, the government believes that the international 

community has a responsibility to work for such protection, even within the territory of 

states. Increased efforts are needed to safeguard the security of the individual and improve 

the protection of people from abuses and violations of human rights. National borders can 

never be a shield behind which oppression and violations of human rights can be accepted. 

(Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 15) 

 

The proposition’s statement that Sweden and the world community have a responsibility 

to face threats to their safety together and “improve the protection of people from abuse and 

violations of human rights” illustrates this (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 15). If NATO is the important 

way for countries to participate in international operations, it then must also be a method to 

express a country’s identity and commitment to contributing to world peace. With Sweden 

feeling an obligation towards the world community and NATO taking a bigger responsibility 

in the field, NATO is identified as the actor capable of legitimizing, enabling, and giving 

opportunity for these actions (Ibid, p. 14). Under this interpretation of a threat, Sweden can 

clearly be seen to need NATO to express its identity as a humanitarian state committed to world 

peace. 

 

What presuppositions or assumptions underly the problem representation? 

To answer the second analysis question, it must be asked, how do these problematizations make 

sense? What are the common truths underpinning the logic of the problematizations? As 

discussed in the previous question, it is important to determine what security means in this 

proposition, and how participation in international operations actually strengthens this security. 

Taking a broader definition of security again, any threat globally is a threat to Sweden’s 

security, so Sweden’s active confrontation of those threats preserves and strengthens its 

security. It is the wider definition of security that enables international operations to get 
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authorized as the way to secure Sweden. NATO´s central position in this field makes 

engagement with NATO an obvious choice. 

NATO’s relation to this is found in a trail of statements made throughout the proposition. 

Sweden intends to engage in international operations to strengthen its security (Prop. 2004/05:5, 

p. 12). NATO is taking more responsibility in international operations (Ibid, p. 14). Sweden 

and the world community have a responsibility to face threats to their common security (Ibid, 

p. 13). The proposition explicitly refers to security threats fitting a broader definition of Swedish 

security as earlier noted. With a wider definition of security, these statements together explain 

the problematization and how it relates to NATO. Engagement with NATO becomes natural 

when Sweden feels the same responsibility to involve itself in conflicts and security is defined 

this way.  

A second concept that must be defined is interoperability. Interoperability is a key theme 

in all the proposition’s statements on NATO. 

 

The partnership […] continues to be the main instrument for developing the coordination 

and interoperability necessary to contribute to international crisis management and 

peacekeeping operations. (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 16-17) 

 

Interoperability is said to be necessary to contribute to international operations and the 

partnership, and NATO is the main instrument to achieve this. Interoperability is not explicitly 

defined in the proposition but can be understood as the level of ability to cooperation between 

actors. The more interoperability, the better cooperation. International operations are not only 

lead by NATO but also by the UN and EU (Ibid, p. 17). Having interoperability with NATO 

will lead to opportunities to contribute to most international operations, as NATO is a key actor 

in these. Therefore, if the Swedish government desires to be a humanitarian force, 

interoperability with NATO is a naturally aligned move. 

The alternative problematization of need for political influence also prioritizes 

interoperability with NATO. NATO is, as stated above, an organization likely to have the power 

to influence norms and certify forces for international operations (Ibid, p. 16), and it strengthens 

Sweden´s credibility and influence in international politics (Ibid, p. 26). As a result, 

interoperability with NATO does not only serve a military function, but also a political one. It 

is a step into the rooms where decisions are made.   
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Moreover, whether the definition of a threat is narrow or wide, stating that international 

operations strengthen Swedish security sets up a binary. International operations lead to 

strengthened security, not engaging in international operations does not. Rather than saying 

international operations are the way to strengthen security, this binary creates a hierarchy of the 

two options, one is more desirable than the other. It is logical to assume the desirable option is 

engagement in international operations. As NATO is named as a central actor in this area, 

NATO specifically becomes desirable to work with. 

The second binary that the proposition sets is between what can be called traditional 

defense and international operations defense. A traditional defense focuses on facing traditional 

types of threats, such as state versus state aggression and violence. The traditional way to 

strengthen security is to produce more manpower and more military resources. These forms of 

defense are put directly opposed to each other. 

 

To enable development, an extensive dismantling of equipment and personnel is required. 

The settlement must take place quickly and rationally in order to create financial space for 

the new defense that is gradually emerging. (Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 12) 

 

It can be read in proposition 2004/05:5 that reduction of ambition levels in expenditure 

area 6 enables increased levels of ambition specifically in capability of international operations 

(Prop. 2004/05:5, p. 32). Expenditure area 6 finances emergency preparations such as ensuring 

society's readiness for an armed attack and maintaining and improving society's resilience and 

ability to handle difficult stresses (Ibid, p. 216). Military regiments and battalions shall give 

place for the new operational defense (Ibid, p. 136). This decision could be a matter of 

resources, however when it comes down to the choice between the two strategies it is clear 

which is more desirable. Strengthening security is explicitly linked to international operations 

and therefore with NATO. Additionally, this indicates that the Swedish government feels it 

must fulfill the credibility of its goals not through military resources and manpower, but rather, 

as stated in the proposition, through a defense focused on international operations and 

strengthened influence in international politics (Ibid, p. 26). 

To determine the governmental discourse on NATO in 2004, I will first summarize the 

result from the above analysis. I have shown that proposition 2004/05:5 has two 

problematizations. The first one is a lack of, or need for more, political or diplomatic influence. 

The assumption revealed in the proposition is that NATO is an organization that can influence 
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norms and even certify forces for international operations. Also, the Swedish government sees 

international operations as a way to influence international politics and gain credibility and 

NATO´s central position in this field makes them important to engage with. 

The second problematization that is evident is Sweden´s desire to express its identity 

through international operations and act as a global force for good. This problematization is 

underlined by the assumption that security is achieved through international operations. It is the 

wider definition of security that enables this understanding and creates the conceptual logic 

behind the engagement with NATO. NATO is an actor capable of certifying forces, and who 

will enable partner countries to participate in operations lead by the EU, the UN or NATO. 

When NATO is ascribed these abilities, it is indisputable that engaging with NATO is desirable. 

Interoperability is a key concept for this problematization to make sense. Sweden needs 

interoperability with NATO because it is necessary to be able to contribute to international 

operations to reach the aspiration of being a good force in the world. 

These two problematizations and the assumptions underlying them are the most central 

features in the discourse on NATO in proposition 2004/05:5. As NATO takes more 

responsibility and comes to the center of international operations, engagement with it is 

desirable because Sweden can influence world politics and commit to its goal to do good in the 

world. 

 

 

5.2 Analysis of proposition 2014/15:109 

The Europe of 2015 was a different world from ten years earlier, and Sweden’s security 

situation had changed with it. Russia showed it was willing to use aggression to achieve its 

political ambitions. Proposition 2014/15:109 recognizes this new position as well (see Prop. 

2014/15:109, p. 1). With these changes, what is the discourse on NATO in proposition 

2014/15:109? 

 

What is the problem represented to be in proposition 2014/15:109? 

To reveal the problematizations, we must look at how the proposition describes NATO. NATO 

is a central actor in European security and international crisis management. It is of great 

importance that NATO maintains the credibility of its collective defense. Since 2010 NATO 

has pivoted to focus more on its collective defense. At a NATO summit in 2014, this new focus 

was established as the central military function of the alliance (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 36). 
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NATO offers Sweden a tool for increased interoperability through PfP. Since 2014 Sweden has 

also committed to Host Nation Support (HNS). 

 

The agreement aims to ensure that the host country can provide effective support for 

military activities in its territory in connection with exercises, crisis management 

operations or other operations. An agreement on host nation support creates the conditions 

for increasing the ability to provide and receive military support in line with the solidarity 

security policy and simplifies exercise cooperation. (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 37-38) 

 

The agreement with NATO is an opportunity to increase Sweden’s ability to both provide and 

receive help. NATO is also described as the only organization with “developed ability for 

management and implementation of demanding military operations” and is called crucial to 

development of the national defense and ability to carry out operations inside and outside 

Sweden’s immediate area (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 38). The Swedish government wants to be on 

the front foot and participate in NATO-led events, especially those taking place in Sweden’s 

immediate area (Ibid, p. 38).  

What does this mean for the problem representations? First, the Swedish government 

argued that the most important objective at that time was developing military capability (Ibid, 

p. 7). It is in Sweden´s interest to maintain and deepen its bilateral relation to the US. This is 

because the US leads the world in developing military capability (Ibid, p. 28) and NATO is the 

primary body for security policy cooperation between the US and Europe (Ibid, p. 27). NATO 

is said to be crucial for the development of the national defense. It implies that Sweden cannot 

do this alone but needs to rely on other actors. Therefore, the problem is not only the need to 

develop military capability, but it is also that this must be done through the US and NATO. 

NATO is an actor Sweden depends on to be able to do this. 

A second problematization is Sweden´s need for NATO to be able to fulfill its 

commitments to its solidarity security policy. The solidarity policy is a commitment between 

EU members and Norway and Iceland not to stand passive and provide aid in the case of a 

catastrophe or attack on one of those countries. It is therefore necessary to be able to provide 

and receive civil and military support (Ibid, p. 21). Again, NATO is crucial to develop the 

national defense and ability to carry out operations in and around Sweden’s immediate area. 

Through the HNS agreement, the ability to provide and receive military support is increased. If 

NATO-led programs such as HNS and NATO itself are said to be crucial for the development 
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of these abilities, the problematization must be that Sweden lacks the skillset to develop these 

abilities themselves, and NATO is needed to fulfill the solidarity policy commitments. This can 

be similar to what Forsberg & Vaahtoranta argue the reason for Swedish engagement with 

NATO was in the mid-2000s, developing practical cooperation with NATO enables Sweden to 

take responsibility for European security. 

These problematizations are closely linked, but each focuses on a different kind of 

development for different purposes. The first is for Sweden´s own military capability, whereas 

the second problematization centers on the development of military capability that Sweden 

needs to commit to the solidarity policy. Because of the distinction between the two in the 

proposition, they can be said to be individual problematizations. 

 

What presuppositions or assumptions underlie the problem representation? 

Answering the second analysis question will be helped by looking at one of the key concepts 

in proposition 2014/15:109. The concept of security plays a central part in understanding the 

logic used to justify engagement with NATO. Proposition 2014/15:109 seems to define security 

and threats in a more traditional way. 

 

The security situation in Europe has deteriorated. The Russian leadership has shown that it 

is prepared to use its military capabilities to achieve its political goals. The deteriorating 

security situation means changing demands on the Swedish defense capability (Prop. 

2014/15:109, p. 1) 

 

Russia and its actions are a big reason for the changed security situation. It has created new 

demands on the Swedish defense. The state versus state aggression seems to be the main 

concern, and security is defined by that. What Jacob Westberg’s (2016, p. 31) would call an 

external environmental factor is Russia´s aggression and assertion of their position as a great 

power influences the Swedish choices for military strategy. The fact that a new type of threat, 

aggression from a state that is a credible threat to Sweden, creates a response and a strategy to 

prepare for such threat is not the only interesting part here. Instead, the interesting part is what 

the response is and how it relates to NATO. This understanding of security and threat is 

important for a binary that is created in the proposition. This binary is between what is called 

in this study a traditional form of defense, and an operational defense. The traditional form of 

defense is focused on amounts of military resources and manpower, and operational defense is 
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focused on international operations and an ability to act in many different locations and 

circumstances. With this type of threat, one way to strengthen security is more desirable.  

 

The defense policy orientation for the period 2016 up to and including 2020 must be based 

on the changing security situation in Europe. In line with the Defense Committee's 

proposal, a new direction is required. The defense goes from an operational defense to a 

defense that is more clearly focused on the national defense dimension. (Prop. 

2014/15:109, p. 9) 

 

It clearly prioritizes one of the two choices. A defense focused on the national defense 

dimensions and adapted for tasks in the immediate area is better than an operational based 

defense. It is in this way that Sweden can protect and secure its interests. It is stated that “The 

armed forces should be adapted for tasks in Sweden and the surrounding area. All military units 

must have a requirement for accessibility in peace and a contingency requirement for war or 

danger of war.” (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 2). The definition of what constitutes security 

determines the logic of the binary and the hierarchy within it. Furthermore, it is through a 

defense as such, together with other means, that Sweden will achieve the peace and security it 

wants. 

 

The Armed Forces, together with other parts of the total defense and together with political, 

diplomatic and economic means, constitute an impediment for those who would like to 

attack Sweden or use military means of power to exert pressure on Sweden. A credible 

military capability contributes to continued peaceful development and political freedom of 

action. (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 8) 

 

It is assumed that security is having a credible military, and it is reached through military 

capability with manpower and resources. Credibility then becomes a key concept that underpins 

the conceptual logic. However, the only question left is by whom it is achieved. Obviously, it 

is the Swedish armed forces that provide this, but this is also where NATO begins to make 

sense. The Swedish armed forces cannot do this alone, as shown in the problematization, and 

NATO is “crucial” for the development of military capability. Looking at the other actors 

mentioned makes the picture clearer of just how crucial. Two of the actors discussed in the 

context of military development are Nordefco and the EU. 
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Nordic cooperation has intensified in the last decades. Since 2009 the Nordic countries 

have established a cooperation format, Nordic Defence Cooperation (Nordefco). It is meant to 

create a structure that involves “political orientation, ability development, personnel issues, 

training and exercise, operations and equipment.” but it is not a replacement for already existing 

cooperation with NATO and the EU (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 23). The Nordic cooperation has 

seen positive development is several areas such as, but not limited to, capability development 

and international operations. The Swedish government considers a long-term cooperation with 

one or several Nordic countries as essential for efficient resource usage and military capability. 

The government sees great opportunities to deepen the cooperation and sees no hindrances to 

deepening the cooperation with Nordefco other than a cooperation involving mutual defense 

obligations (Ibid, p. 23). 

As for the cooperation in the EU, it is said to have an exceptional position in Swedish 

security policy. The multitude of tools, such as diplomacy, aid, trade, and the military and 

civilian crisis management capabilities, available to the Union is the advantage of the EU (Ibid, 

p. 35). The Swedish government believes that the EU should strengthen its position as a security 

actor through developing the EU´s ability to lead and carry out military crisis management 

operations (Ibid, p. 35). It is important for NATO and the EU to avoid redundancies in ability 

development and contributions to international crisis management. Sweden participates in the 

work of the European Defense Agency (EDA) where issues related to capability development, 

defense equipment, research and the defense industry are covered. The cooperation in EDA is 

important for member countries to increase their defense capabilities (Ibid, p. 35). 

These two actors, along with NATO, are also described as important for Sweden in 

security policy. By this, NATO is not the only actor that enables capability development but is 

one of very few. However, when it comes to development, NATO is the security policy organ 

of the US and, as stated, the US is the world leader in this field. Neither the cooperation between 

the Nordic states or the EU are said to be world leaders in this, nor is their capability 

development considered a main or central feature that are exceptional. Though this on its own 

does not mean their capability development is unremarkable, it can be suggested that it would 

be stated if either Nordefco or the EU were considered as important as NATO in this field. The 

conclusion drawn from this is that although Nordefco and the EDA have received positive 

remarks, NATO occupies a step above them in importance for capability development, and 

through them Sweden can achieve its ambition of a credible defense that will strengthen security 

and political freedom. 
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Nordefco and the EU also explain why NATO is the most important actor for Sweden to 

commit to the solidarity policy. It is stated in the proposition that with the threat of Russian 

aggression in that possess itself for Sweden and in the immediate area, it is very unlikely that a 

military conflict would only affect one country (prop. 2014/15:109, p. 21). Sweden, through 

the solidarity policy, commits to provide help to EU-members, Norway, and Iceland, and 

expects the same from those countries if Sweden needs it. However, as the problematization 

reveals, Sweden cannot do this alone and needs NATO to fulfill its commitments. 

 

In order to develop the Armed Forces' ability to carry out operations in Sweden, in the 

immediate area and outside the immediate area, the conditions for giving and receiving 

military support from other countries need to be improved. […] Measures should be taken 

so that the relevant authorities can create sufficient conditions for Sweden to be able to 

provide and receive military support. In this context, the work on the host country support 

agreement with NATO is of great importance. (Prop. 2014/15:109, p. 65) 

 

NATO is of great importance for the development of the ability to provide and receive help. 

Nordefco and the EU are not mentioned in a way comparable to NATO. The Nordefco 

cooperation and the positive results of it involve ability to provide and receive civil and military 

help, however it is not stated to be a central feature and therefore cannot be said to be an option 

for Sweden, for now. As the EU has an exceptional position in Sweden´s security policy, it is 

not shocking that the Swedish government wants to deepen the cooperation and make the EU a 

bigger security actor. However, the EU is not mentioned in terms of developing the ability to 

provide and receive help. Even if they have such a central position, they do not seem to be a 

strong enough option for Sweden to forgo engagement with NATO. When the proposition says 

Sweden alone is not capable of developing the military ability it needs, NATO is the only actor 

put forward as a solution. Logically, this means NATO is the most important component to 

Sweden’s ability to fulfill its solidarity commitments. 

To determine what the governmental discourse on NATO was in 2015, I will first 

summarize the result from the above analysis. Two problematizations were revealed in this 

section. First, Sweden needs NATO to be able to develop its military capability. This 

problematization is built on the assumption that strengthening security relies on a credible 

defense. Other actors such as Nordefco and the EU play a part in developing military capability, 

but NATO’s status as the US’s organ for security politics outranks them all, as the US leads the 
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world in this field. Through this it is concluded that Sweden has constructed a central position 

for NATO in its security policy. 

The second problematization also includes Nordefco and the EU. Sweden has committed 

to a solidarity policy that requires their action if another EU country, or Norway or Iceland is 

hit by a catastrophe or attack, and it expects others to do the same. Therefore, Sweden must be 

able to provide and receive this help from others, but it cannot develop this ability on its own. 

NATO, mostly through HNS, is the actor Sweden needs to help strengthen this ability. No other 

actors are seen in such a way by the Swedish government in the proposition. It results in the 

conclusion that Sweden cannot develop its ability to provide and receive help without NATO. 

The governmental discourse on NATO in proposition 2014/15:109 singles out NATO as the 

most important actor for developing military capability and the ability to provide and receive 

military help. The security situation demands this from the Swedish defense, and it is crucial 

for that defense to be credible. Not only for its own defense, but also for the provision and 

receipt of aid, NATO is an actor without which Sweden cannot reach its ambitions. 

 

5.3 Comparative analysis of proposition 2004/05:5 and proposition 2014/15:109 

In this section the results from the analyses made above will be compared. The aim is to answer 

the research question, “How has the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO altered between 

proposition 2014/15:109 and proposition 2014/15:109?”. 

The first difference between the propositions that influences the understanding of NATO 

is the concept of what constitutes security. In proposition 2004/05:5, security tends to be defined 

more broadly. Security extends further than protection inside Swedish borders. This 

understanding of security explains why international operations are so important. NATO’s 

place as a central actor in the field of international operations makes them desirable to work 

with. However, this definition does not explain how international operations strengthen 

Sweden’s immediate security. Instead, Sweden´s international operations through NATO seems 

more concerned with being a humanitarian force.  

Security and how to strengthen it is very different in proposition 2014/15:109. Because 

of the changed security situation, there are new demands on the Swedish defense. Strong 

security is based in a credible defense and military, created with high military capabilities, 

military manpower, and resources. This creates another need for NATO, and another 

description of what NATO is providing. Instead of enabling Sweden to act as a humanitarian 

force, NATO is needed to strengthen Sweden’s military capabilities, which leads to a credible 
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military and then to security. The concept of what constitutes security becomes a central 

difference between the propositions and affects what will be needed to strengthen security and 

through what means. 

Another concept with a different meaning that affects how NATO is understood is 

credibility. Both propositions maintain that credibility is important. In proposition 2004/05:5, 

the ability to contribute to international operations enables Sweden to influence international 

politics, which leads to strengthened credibility. NATO is both a way to influence norms and 

acts as a foot in the door for Sweden to be a part of international politics. Contrary to this, 

proposition 2014/15:109 views credibility in terms of military capability, rather than 

international politics. Of course, credibility can be defined both ways, but this contrast 

showcases different aspects of what NATO is and can do. In proposition 2004/05:5, NATO is 

a means for Sweden to be seen as a credible actor on the international stage, while in proposition 

2014/15:109 NATO ensures Sweden has access to the military credibility necessary for 

security. 

The above discussion is closely linked to what is needed in type of defense and which is 

desirable. Traditional defense is not desirable in proposition 2004/05:5 because the security 

situation does not require it, but it is the reverse in proposition 2014/15:109. The hierarchy of 

desirable types of defense is determined by either proposition’s definition of security. The 

different types of defense in the propositions change the view of what NATO provides and how 

it relates to Swedish security. In the operational defense of proposition 2004/05:5, Sweden 

needed the ability to contribute to international operations, and NATO was the best opportunity 

for that. NATO’s increased focus on international crisis management suited Sweden very well 

and made NATO a central partner for Sweden’s ambitions. 

By the time of proposition 2014/15:109 NATO had pivoted back to collective defense, 

and this again suited Sweden very well. Sweden needed a means to develop its military 

capabilities and NATO was again a central partner for this ambition. This does not mean that a 

traditional defense is not mentioned in proposition 2004/05:5 or that an operational defense is 

not mentioned in proposition 2014/15:109. In proposition 2004/05:5, it is stated that Sweden 

shall have more military units than the security situation demand but not in relation to NATO. 

In proposition 2014/15:109, international operations are mentioned but not as the central 

ambition. It is because of the difference in focus on defense that NATO is related more to one 

defense than the other in each proposition. How has the governmental discourse on NATO 

altered between proposition 2004/05:5 and proposition 2014/15:109? NATO is attributed 
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different traits and importance areas. The understanding of what NATO is, does, and provides 

is formed very differently in the propositions. Proposition 2004/05:5 sees NATO as an actor 

committed to international operations which the Swedish government wants to contribute to for 

political influence as well as altruistic motives. Proposition 2014/15:109 sees NATO as an actor 

who Sweden needs for the development of its military capability and to be able to fulfill its 

commitments in the solidarity policy. The constant between both propositions is the vital role 

NATO plays in Sweden’s security policy.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

The aim of the study has been to critically assess the Swedish government´s discourse on NATO 

and if it has altered in the worsened European security situation. This has been done by 

analyzing two defense propositions and determining the governmental discourse on NATO in 

both. The research question focused on comparing the two results and establishing how the 

governmental discourse had altered between the two propositions. The study has used the WPR-

approach as analytical tool and the analysis questions provided by it. 

The study shows that the governmental discourse on NATO has changed from the 2004 

proposition to the 2015 proposition. The understanding of what NATO is, does, and provides 

is vastly different between the two propositions. Proposition 2004/05:5 describes NATO as an 

actor who enables Sweden to influence world politics and contribute to its altruistic motives. 

Proposition 2014/15:109 depicts NATO as a way for Sweden to develop military capability and 

strengthen Sweden’s methods of providing and receiving military help. NATO is a vital part of 

the security policies of both propositions, in vastly different ways. The understanding of NATO 

is underlined by assumptions brought up in this study such as the definition of what constitutes 

security, what type of defense is desirable, and what type of credibility is desirable, among 

others. These assumptions also differ meaningfully between the two propositions and create the 

conceptual logic of what NATO is, does, and provides.  

In summary, NATO was important in proposition 2004/05:5 because it allowed Sweden 

to gain political influence and to cement its identity as part of a good force on the global stage. 

In proposition 2014/15:109 NATO was important for developing military capability and the 

ability to commit to Sweden´s solidarity policy. The only consistency in discourse on NATO 

between the propositions is that NATO has a central role to play, one that is vital to Sweden´s 

security. 

 

Proposed further research 

Given the result of this study, it would be interesting to compare the result to a NATO member 

country, how change in discourse has taken place in the same timeframe, and if it has been in a 

similar way. In a larger context, it can tell something about how governments rationalize 

military cooperation in secure and uncertain times. 

  



 

33 

 

 

7. Bibliography 

 

Adler, E., & Barnett, M.N. (Eds.). (1998). Security communities. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

 

Aggestam, L. (2007). The European Internationalist: Sweden and European Security Cooperation. Naçao e De

fesa 3(118), 203–218. Retrieved at: 

http://comum.rcaap.pt/bitstream/123456789/704/1/NeD118_LisbethAggestam.pdf 

 

Aggestam, L., & Hyde-Price, A. (2016). ”A FORCE FOR GOOD” (479–496). In P. Jon (Eds.). The Oxford 

handbook of Swedish politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

 

Bacchi, C. (2000). Policy as Discourse: What does it mean? Where does it get us?. Discourse: Studies in the 

Cultural Politics of Education, 21(1), 45-57. Doi: 10.1080/01596300050005493 

 

Bacchi, C.L. (2009). Analysing policy: what's the problem represented to be?. Frenchs Forest, N.S.W.: 

Pearson 

 

Bergmand Rosamond, A. (2016). SWEDISH INTERNATIONALISM AND DEVELOPMENT AID (462–

478). In P. Jon (Eds.). The Oxford handbook of Swedish politics. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press 

 

Bergquist, M. (2017). Stormakterna och Norden efter kalla kriget (77–88). In B. Sundelius., & C. Wiklund 

(Eds.). Norden sett inifrån: det fjärde spårbytet. Stockholm: Santérus 

 

Bergquist, M., Björnsson, A. & Hirdman, S. (2014). (Eds.). Bevara alliansfriheten: nej till Nato-

medlemskap!: en antologi om Sveriges säkerhetspolitik. Lund: Celander. 

 

Bergström, G., & Boréus, K. (2018). Samhällsvetenskaplig text- och diskursanalys (17–48). In B. Kristina, & 

G. Bergström (Eds.). Textens mening och makt: metodbok i samhällsvetenskaplig text- och 

diskursanalys (4th ed). Lund: Studentlitteraturbergström 

 

Bergström, G., & Ekström, L. (2018). Tre diskursanalytiska inriktningar (253–304). In K. Boréus, & G. 

Bergström (Eds.). Textens mening och makt: metodbok i samhällsvetenskaplig text- och 

diskursanalys (4th ed.). Lund: Studentlitteraturbergström 

 

Bremberg, N. (2015). The European Union as Security Community-Building Institution: Venues, Networks 

and Co-operative Security Practices*. Journal of common market studies, 53(3), 674–692. 

Doi: 10.1111/jcms.12219 

 

http://comum.rcaap.pt/bitstream/123456789/704/1/NeD118_LisbethAggestam.pdf


 

34 

 

Bueger C., & Stockbruegger, J. (2012). SECURITY COMMUNITIES, ALLIANCES AND 

MACROSECURITIZATION: THE PRACTICES OF COUNTER-PIRACY 

GOVERNANCE (99–124). In M.J. Struett, J.D. Carlson, & M. Nance, (Eds.). Maritime 

piracy and the construction of global governance. London: Routledge 

 

Council of the European Union: General Secretariat. (2003). European Security Strategy. A secure Europe in 

a better world. Doi: 10.2860/1402 

 

Dahl, A-S. (2017). Sweden and Finland: to be or not to be NATO members (77–85). In K. Friis (Eds.). NATO 

and Collective Defence in the 21st Century: An Assessment of the Warsaw Summit. London: 

Routledge. 

 

Esaiasson, P., Gilljam, M., Oscarsson, H., Towns, A.E. & Wängnerud, L. (2017). Metodpraktikan: konsten att 

studera samhälle, individ och marknad. (5th ed.). Stockholm: Wolters Kluwer 

 

Forsberg, T., & Vaahtoranta, T. (2001) Inside the EU, outside NATO: Paradoxes of Finland's and Sweden's 

post‐neutrality, European Security, 10(1), 68–93. Doi: 10.1080/09662830108407483 

 

Fredrikson, R. (2018-03-27). Analys: Lång anklagelselista riktad mot Ryssland. SVT Nyheter. Retrieved at 

https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/lang-anklagelselista-riktad-mot-ryssland 

 

Gummesson, J. (2018-12-03). Natos behandling av Ukraina – varnande exempel för Sverige. Svenska 

Dagbladet. Retrieved at https://www.svd.se/natos-behandling-av-ukraina--varnande-

exempel-for-sverige 

 

Hildebrandt, J. (2015-10-03). Natomotstånd som skydd för illusioner. Svenska Dagbladet. Retrieved at 

https://www.svd.se/natomotstand-som-skydd-for-illusioner 

 

Holmström, M. (2012-12-30). Försvar med tidsgräns. Svenska Dagbladet. Retrieved at 

https://www.svd.se/forsvar-med-tidsgrans 

 

Lindeborg, Å. (2016-01-17). Nato större hot än Putin. Aftonbladet. Retrieved at 

https://www.aftonbladet.se/kultur/a/ddrxOj/nato-storre-hot-an-putin 

 

MSB. (2013). Fördjupning Georgien. Retrieved (2020-06-01) at 

https://www.sakerhetspolitik.se/globalassets/pdf/varldskartan-arkiv/georgien-

fordjupning.pdf 

 

NATO. (2016). 10 things you need to know about NATO. Retrieved (2020-08-10) at 

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2016_07/20160627_1607-10things-

eng.pdf 

 

https://www.europeansources.info/corporate-author/council-of-the-european-union-general-secretariat/
https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/lang-anklagelselista-riktad-mot-ryssland
https://www.svd.se/natos-behandling-av-ukraina--varnande-exempel-for-sverige
https://www.svd.se/natos-behandling-av-ukraina--varnande-exempel-for-sverige
https://www.svd.se/natomotstand-som-skydd-for-illusioner
https://www.svd.se/forsvar-med-tidsgrans
https://www.aftonbladet.se/kultur/a/ddrxOj/nato-storre-hot-an-putin
https://www.sakerhetspolitik.se/globalassets/pdf/varldskartan-arkiv/georgien-fordjupning.pdf
https://www.sakerhetspolitik.se/globalassets/pdf/varldskartan-arkiv/georgien-fordjupning.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2016_07/20160627_1607-10things-eng.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2016_07/20160627_1607-10things-eng.pdf


 

35 

 

NATO. (2020). NATO – Topic: Member countries. Retrieved (2020-07-30) from 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_52044.htm 

 

NATO. (n.d.). What is NATO?. Retrieved (2020-07-30) at https://www.nato.int/nato-welcome/index.html 

 

Natoutredningen, Blix, H., Ekéus, R., Hirdman, S., Ingelstam, L., Oscarson, S., Schori, P. & Åkerström, L. 

(2016). Sverige, Nato och säkerheten: betänkande av Natoutredningen. Lund: Celander. 

 

Paulauskas, K. (2006). The Baltics: from nation states to member states. Paris: EU Institute for Security 

Studies 

 

Petterson, T., & Wallensten, P. (2015). Armed conflicts, 1946–2014. Journal of Peace Research, 52(4), 536–

550. Doi: 10.1177/0022343315595927 

 

Porter, A. L., & Annegret, B. (2012). Counterterrorism cooperation in the transatlantic security community. 

European Security, 21(4), 497–517. Doi: 10.1080/09662839.2012.688811 

 

Prop. 2004/05:5. Vårt framtida försvar. Retrieved at https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-

dokument/proposition/2004/09/prop.-2004055/ 

 

Prop. 2014/15:109. Försvarspolitisk inriktning – Sveriges försvar 2016–2020. Retrieved at 

https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/proposition/2015/04/prop.-201415109/ 

 

Regeringskansliet. (2017). Bakgrund. Retrieved (2020-08-15) at https://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-

politik/forsvarsberedningen/bakgrund/ 

 

Skr. 1993/94:207. Sverige och partnerskap för fred. Retrieved at https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-

lagar/dokument/skr/sverige-och-partnerskap-for-fred_GH03207 

 

Tolgfors, S. (2016). Sverige i Nato. Stockholm: Timbro 

 

Wagnsson, C. (2011). A security community in the making? Sweden and NATO post-Libya. European 

Security, 20(4), 585–603. https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2011.633514 

 

Westberg, J. (2010). Svensk neutralitetspolitik. (1st ed.). Stockholm: SNS förlag. 

 

Westberg, J. (2016). Det glömda arvet från svensk allianspolitik. Kungl Krigsvetenskapsakademiens 

Handlingar och Tidskrift (3): 23–54. Retrieved from 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:fhs:diva-6476 

 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_52044.htm
https://www.nato.int/nato-welcome/index.html
https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/proposition/2004/09/prop.-2004055/
https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/proposition/2004/09/prop.-2004055/
https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/proposition/2015/04/prop.-201415109/
https://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-politik/forsvarsberedningen/bakgrund/
https://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-politik/forsvarsberedningen/bakgrund/
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/skr/sverige-och-partnerskap-for-fred_GH03207
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/skr/sverige-och-partnerskap-for-fred_GH03207
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2011.633514
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:fhs:diva-6476


 

36 

 

Wickbom, U. (2015). Försvarskultur – ett behov av upprustning (80-87). In A. Björnsson, (Eds.). Försvaret 

främst: en antologi om hur Sverige kan och bör försvara sig. Lund: Celander. 

 

Winther Jørgensen, M., & Phillips, L. (2000). Diskursanalys som teori och metod. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

 

Ångström, J. (2015). Försvarsmaktens internationella insatser: I den svenska säkerhetens eller identitetens 

tjänst? (233–264). In K. Engelbrekt., A. Holmberg., & J. Ångström., (Eds.). Svensk 

säkerhetspolitik i Europa och världen. (2nd ed.). Stockholm: Norstedts juridik 


