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The Swedish Defense Doctrine in the Postwar Era
Changes and Implications

Introductory remarks

The development and actual change of the Swedish defense doctrine in the
period 1945-1982 has been brought to public attention through Wilhelm
Agrell’s doctoral dissertation Alliansfrihet och atombomber, Kontinuitet
och forindring i den svenska forsvarsdoktrinen 1945-1982 (Non-Align-
ment and Nuclear Weapons. Continuity and Change in the Swedish
Defense Doctrine 1945-1982).! Relying for a good part on an analysis of
Agrell’s res=arch results, we shall discuss primarily the broader political
implications of the probable next change of the actual, though not neces-
sarily the explicit, Swedish defense doctrine.

Part of Agrell’s aim was to elucidate “the character and development of
Swedish security and defence policy.”? This goal will be pursued also in this
article, the main difference being that the analysis will be brought one step
further and touch the future.

1

Agrell defines the defense doctrine as consisting of world views, threat per-
ceptions, and recommendations (patterns) for action. World views and
threat perceptions are regarded as the theoretical elements of the doctrine,
whereas the patterns for action constitute the practical element. If a ra-
tional perspective, which is based upon the actors’ own descriptions, is
applied, recommendations for action will be logically entailed by the
theoretical propositions. However, referring to Graham T Allison’s work
Essence of Decision,® Agrell contends that the rationalistic perspective
must be supplemented by both an organizational and a structural one. This
is necessary in order to take care of institutional interests and the general
effects of research and development in defense-related areas.*

Agrell’s purpose is “to identify what might be labeled the Swedish de-
fense doctrine” in order to be able to scrutinize “the widespread belief that
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the Swedish defense doctrine has remained essentially unchanged in the
postwar era.”” Already at the outset of his analysis, Agrell declares that
this wide-spread belief is wrong. The doctrine has changed: “The emerging
pattern of change in world views and threat perceptions indicates that
nuclear weapons, in their capacity of threat as well as a means of defense,
have played a decisive role in the development of the doctrine.”®

In this way, the question of Swedish nuclear weapons is brought to bear
directly on the Swedish defense doctrine and is no longer relegated to the
political environment only. It is hypothesized that the availability or non-
availability of a certain weapon affects the doctrine and not the other way
around, i.e. that the defense needs, as defined by the doctrine, should
determine what weapons are deemed necessary.

Agrell has made a qualitative content analysis of the manifest Swedish
defense doctrine in the years 1945-1982. His description shows that the
doctrine changed in the course of the sixties. A doctrine of unlimited de-
fense goals was replaced by a doctrine of limited defense goals. The goal of
limited defense has as its premise that the threats as well as the defense
measures are of a limited character.” Agrell does not analyze the implica-
tions of this change for Swedish security policy in general. However, be-
fore we return to this problem, it is necessary to dwell upon some details in
Agrell’s analysis.

2

According to Agrell, the change in the Swedish defense doctrine was not
caused by any change of world views or threat perceptions but by the fact
that the military leaders in practice — though not in theory —abandoned the
idea of Swedish nuclear weapons. Agrell summmarizes his findings as fol-
lows:

“The decisive turning point seems to have come in 1961-62, when the military
authorities in practice abandon the prioritation of the nuclear weapons program
and start arguing along different lines. The change in the strategic outlook and of
the interpretation of the nuclear threat comes second.

The changed attitude towards the Swedish nuclear weapons program therefore
causes a profound change of the whole nuclear weapons doctrine. This is necessary
because the different elements of the doctrine had been explicitly linked. The
change of the nuclear weapons doctrine in its turn causes important changes in the
defense doctrine as a whole.

The abandenment of the nuclear weapons program means a sudden change from
one dogtrine to another. Unlimited defense is neither possible nor desirable any
more.”

The central document which constitutes the basis of Agrell’s content




© Scandia 2008 www.scandia.hist.lu.se

The Swedish Defense Doctrine 309

analysis is OB 62. Riktlinjer for krigsmaktens forisatta utveckling. (Sup-
reme Command 62. Guidelines for the continued development of the milit-
ary forces). Agrell shows that the text is incoherent, because there is no
congruence between world views and threat perceptions, on the one hand,
and the recommendations for action, on the other. The former still impli-
cate Swedish nuclear weapons as the only effective means of defense, but
the recommendations are based upon the thesis that a successful defense is
possible with the use of conventional arms only. The lack of consistency
in the text is evident, but in order to be able to explain how it came about,
Agrell found it necessary to carry the analysis one step further, i.e. to go
behind the document Supreme Command 62.

Agrell has analyzed the secret archival sources left by the working com-
mission within the Defense Staff which prepared Supreme Command 62.
The analysis shows that the Air Force, through its representative, expres-
sed reservations as regards the nuclear weapons line and argued that it was
necessary to “make clear which conventional arms could be acquired for
the nuclear weapons money.” On another occasion, but at roughly the
same time, the representative of the Air Force underlined that the Chief of
the Air Force shared the sceptical attitude towards nuclear weapons. At
that time, in the spring of 1961, the Chief of the Air Force was General
Rapp, who succeeded General Swedlund as commander-in-chief on 1
October 1961. Swedlund had been strongly in support of nuclear weapons.
The Defense Staff decided to concentrate the arguments in Supreme Com-
mand 62 on “the basic question” (Agrell writes “the big question”), i.e.,
“unanimous recommendations for continued long range planning and de-
velopment within reasonable economic limits.”’ Within these limits there
was not any place for the acquisition of nuclear weapons.

Why was the Air Force — which had been in favor of nuclear weapons in
the early fifties — against the idea of nuclear armamentin 1961, and why did
the whole nuciear weapons program head for a crisis? According to Agrell,
the causes were not related to world views or threat perceptions. They
were organizational:

“Because of the budgetary situation, the expansion of costs and the technological
developments, the Air Force had, around 1960, small organizational interests in a
nuclear weapons program, as it would not have any appropriate carriers for these
weapons. Instead the primary institutional interest was ... to try to maintain as
much as possible of the existing military organization. Consequently, the nuclear
weapons project lost one of its main supporters.” '’

There were also other reasons why the nuclear weapons program went into
a crisis. At this time, the nuclear weapons committee of the ruling Social
Democratic Party had given its consent only to research on defense against
nuclear weapons (although it was admitted that it was hard to define the
borderline to research aimed at their construction). This meant that “a de-
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cision which might openly have started the program” was ruled out, as the
party line was the same as government policy At the same time, the civil
nuclear research program abandoned the “Swedish” heavy water lme
which would have given plutonium for an eventual weapons production.'!

3

The remarkable point in Agrell’s analysis is not the simple observation that
the military leaders abandoned the nuclear option in the beginning of the
sixties. What is of interest is the thesis that the abandonment of the nuclear
option entailed a change in the defense doctrine, from unlimited to limited
defense goals, as well as a subsequent adaptation to this change of the
expressed threat perceptions. The logic was that it is possible to defend
Sweden successfully without recourse to nuclear weapons only in the case
of a limited war, when the whole of Sweden is not attacked at one and the
same time with all the resources of a great power. Related to thisis Agrell’s
thesis that a defense doctrine — in the present case Sweden’s — is not the
result of logical and rational connections between world views, threat per-
ceptions and recommendations for action, but rather the effect of organi-
zational interests and structural traits in societal development in general.
Have the implications for the Swedish defense doctrine passed unnoticed?

Already in 1979, a researcher at the Swedish Defense Research Insti-
tute, Lars B. Wallin, observed that the nuclear option was abandoned in
the early sixties. Wallin noted that a new Swedish defense policy evolved
in the sixties, “partly as a result of the decision to abstain from developing
a Swedish nuclear weapon, partly as a result of a growing conviction that a
defense designed to fight a nuclear war could not be achieved at reasonable
costs and that a large-scale nuclear war on Swedish territory would have
unacceptable consequences.”

Wallin gave the impression that the threat perceptions were changing
parallel to this. It is obviously his opinion that the decision to absiain from
nuclear weapons entailed a change in defense policy. In this case, policy is
equivalent to what Agrell labels “doctrine.”'?

The problem thus has been approached in earlier research, although the
change in the doctrine is not seen as problematical by Wallin. Supreme
Command 62 and the end of the nuclear option has also been treated by J.
H. Garris, in an unpublished doctoral dissertation in 1972."* Garris’s pri-
mary concern is not the defense doctrine as such but the broader public de-
bate on nuclear weapons, but he does go into the arguments of the Swedish
military. He notes:

“OB-62 is an unusual document because it devotes more than six pages to the ques-
tion of Swedish atomic weapons despite the fact that the debate was generally con-
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sidered over. This is a considerable surprise since OB-57, written at the height of
the debate, only contained a little over two pages of discussion.”™

In distinction to Agrell, Garris does not discern that Supreme Command
62 actually does not plead for nuclear weapons, but all the same he seems
convinced that the nuclear option was dismissed in practice. Garris does
not discuss the defense doctrine, but he sees that the necessary abstention
from nuclear weapons influenced the thinking of the military. He finds
that this happened simultaneously with a change in the expressed threat
perceptions:

“While the military proposed the immediate acquisition of atomic weapons in 1957,
seven years later they called only for certain preparatory research to keep the nuc-
lear option open. This change in the military’s attitudes is partly due to the growing
general consensus in Sweden against atomic weapons. It is also due in part to
changes in the strategic situation between East and West and the stress placed upon
limited non-nuclear warfare by Secretary McNamara.” "

Garris thus indicates a turning point in the attitude towards nuclear
weapons in the early sixties and he seems to believe that Swedish domestic
political reasons lay behind the changed arguments of the military. How-
ever, he does not consider the abstention from nuclear weapons to be the
main cause behind the change in the Swedish defense doctrine.

We can surnmarize our scrutiny of the state of research by concluding
that the early sixties have been regarded as a turning point prior to Agrell’s
investigation, without, however, the underlying processes in military
thinking and in nuclear power policy in general being duly acknowledged.
The implication of both Wallin and Garris is that what caused the change
in the defense doctrine was political developments. Agrell has turned our
attention to the organizational and structural causes of the change.

4

However, more can be said about the thesis that world views and threat
perceptions play a minor role in the development of the action recommen-
dations of the Swedish defense doctrine. In his scrutiny of the military’s
view of international developments and of the risk of a war between the
great powers, Agrell notes with a certain surprise that the Supreme Com-
mand uses the term “cold war” not to denote a certain historical period but
to denote a form or level of conflict.!® Agrell contends that as the discus-
sion on the cold war regards the relationship between the super powers, the
term should be used to denote a period in global developments. In the
chapter in question, Agrell himself is using the subtitles “The Cold War”
and “A New Cold War or a Temporary Defeat?”, i.e. as labels for periodi-
zation. However, if one looks more closely into the military use of the term
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“the cold war,” one recognizes that the context is not that of international
tension or detente, but the belief that there is always war, in general and
against Sweden in particular. According to this view, a cold war is a war
which is fought by non-military means, at least without the active use of
arms.

It should not come as a surprise, then, that the Supreme Command de-
scribes the cold war as a “means” in the power struggle of the great
powers.!” This understanding of the concept is also behind a statement in
1957 by the director of the Swedish National Defense Research Institute,
Martin Fehrm, that “news [about weapons] has value also in the cold war
and is therefore published.”’®

Supreme Command 62 defines “psychological warfare” as a kind of cold
war. It states that Sweden “for the time being” is not the primary goal of
any cold war but takes care to note that “in the country there are many or-
gans and organizations that already in peacetime carry out such an activity,
directed against Sweden.” Itis added that it is probable that in the cold war
which will precede a hot war against Sweden “other means and methods of
psychological warfare will also be used.” The summary of Supreme Com-
mand 62 makes it clear that this interpretation of the concept of cold war
is the basis for the argument that a strong military defense is always neces-
sary:

“The political, psychological and economic power of resistance must be sufficient
to counter a ‘cold war’. A sufficient power of resistance can be acquired only if the
state authorities and the people trust the ability of the military forces and the civil
defense to solve their tasks.”"

In Supreme Command 65 this understanding of the concept of cold war
comes through still more clearly:

“In peacetime, an aggressive power may try to obtain concessions in one form or
another with the help of political, economic and psychological measures or through
the threat of military violence — cold war. This activity, which is more often than not
being pursued in internationally acknowledged forms, is in a certain sense perma-
nent. Even Sweden is concerned.”

Also in this case, the thesis about the constant cold war is used in support
of the argument for a strong military defense:

“Because of our stable domestic political conditions, an adversary probably would
not have any possibilities of defeating us through a cold war. Our military defense
in these circumstances does play an important role as a support for our policy of
non-alignment and for our ability to resist external pressures.”?

Commenting on Supreme Command 65, a teacher at the Royal Military
College stated that “measures at a lower level” [than all-out general war]
were “far more probable” against “political objects of compensation in
Scandinavia”:
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“The great power may begin with using political and/or economic pressures — cold
war and seclusion - to force the state in question to yield.”?!

According to the Swedish military in the period under scrutiny, cold war is
not a state in international relations but a means of war, a kind of warfare
against which it is necessary to take precautions already during what is re-
garded, in normal language, as “peace”. This use of the term “cold war” is
not accidental but of great importance as an indication of the main thrust
of the military’s attempt to combine military defense and political means in
a comprehensive security policy package.

5

The thesis about the constant cold war implies that it is necessary to keep
a (very) strong Swedish military defense in all circumstances. However,
the military constantly used a number of other arguments to support the
demands for a retained or even increased defense capability. This is noted
and reported by Agrell. Supreme Command 47 states that even if the great
powers disarm to some degree, this fact does not entail lesser demands on
the Swedish defense, as “significant forces” can be used against Sweden in
any case. Analyzing Supreme Command Answer 67, Agrell can conclude
that it adheres to the notion that “no stabile tendencies of far-reaching and
prolonged detente can be discerned, rather the contrary” and, moreover,
that it states that “any decision to weaken our defense in a significant way
most probably would not promote international detente.” Agrell observes
that detente now is even used as an argument for the retention of a strong
Swedish defense.*

It must be underlined that the arguments of the Swedish military follow
the logic of “heads I win, tails you lose.” Whatever happens, there is war;
whether hot or cold does not matter much as far as Swedish armament
needs are concerned — they are always on the increase. Without highlight-
ing this special logic, Agrell notes the tendency also at such a late date as
Supreme Command 80, “where detente is not regarded as a process chang-
ing the foundations of the relations between the super powers but as one in
a series of long waves in a constant super power contradiction in the post-
war era.”?

Agrell interprets this as an argument about “a new cold war,” but
according to my analysis above of the Swedish military’s language, it is
rather an expression of the thesis of the permanent war — hot or cold. And
even if the cold war — in the military’s own sense — between the super pow-
ers would cease, the need for a strong Swedish defense would remain. Sup-
reme Command 80 argues that a far-reaching understanding between the
super powers might be detrimental to the interests of small states. Isolated
Swedish disarmament would not promote security:
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“Since the late sixties, our country has diminished its defense efforts. This has taken
place against a background of expectations in the positive results of the policy of de-
tente and expectations of diminution of the military forces in the environment.
These expectations have not been met. Developments have instead, for a number
of years, gone in the opposite direction. The cuttings of our defense have not served
either as an example to emulate even in our closest surroundings. The diminished
defense efforts are now definitely making themselves felt in our military organiza-
tion. Our defense ability is decreasing.

In situations when the military resources in our surroundings are increasing, a
continuation of the line begun may lead to a questioning of our will to pursue our
neutrality policy.”*

The arguments of Supreme Command 80 might make one believe that the
military at an earlier point in time considered the defense assignments to be
sufficient and in accordance with the threat perceptions. However, this is
not the case. Agrell touches this aspect when he discusses “Wiberg’s law,”
i.e. Hakan Wiberg’s theses on “the appropriate threat” and on “the great
leap.” The first part of the law says that it is the existing defense structure
and its organizational goals that determine the kind of threat picture to be
sketched. Both threats that are too limited and those that are too serious
are dismissed, without regard for their respective probability. The latter
part of the law says that the defense organization may increase its capabil-
ity considerably if only it gets, say, three percent more assignments, while
a dc;:screase in its budget of, say, one percent might cause inability to act at
all.

Agrell notes that the thesis of “the appropriate threat” is reasonable as
a general principle, and he refinds the thesis of “the great leap” to lie be-
hind the arguments in Supreme Command 57. However, it is evident that
“Wiberg’s law” is paramount in the Swedish military mind. Already
Supreme Command 47 contends that the state budgetary assignments are
too meager to cover the needs of defense.?® Supreme Command 54 argues
that it is impossible to keep costs at the previous level.”’ Supreme Com-
mand 62 contends that “the existing balance of power between the great
powers ... has even increased our ability to secure, at a reasonable in-
crease of costs, the peacekeeping effect of our defense,”” and Supreme
Command Answer 67 refers implicitly to the thesis of “the great leap”
when it concludes that the difference in costs between the different levels
suggested has as its counterpart a significantly greater difference in defense
capabilities.”

One may even say that some of the political actors were aware of
“Wiberg’s law.” At the congress of SSU (the Social Democratic Youth
Union) in 1958 a speaker quoted defense minister Torsten Nilsson as hav-
ing said “the defense will never be strong enough but it will always be too
expensive.” The young social democrat in question used the statement as
proof of the assertion that it was impossible to pay for a sufficiently strong
defense.*
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6

The above analysis of the military’s understanding of the concept “cold
war” and of its general adherence to “Wiberg’s law,” supports the
hypothesis that the practical part of the defense doctrine, i.e. that which
refers to action, does not need any theoretical foundations expressing
world views or threat perceptions. These may be adapted to the organiza-
tional prerogatives and aims at will.

To abandon the nuclear option is to abandon the doctrine of unlimited
defense, as Agrell correctly points out.’! However, it must be underlined
that in this perspective the problem to explain is not why the Swedes discus-
sed the possibility of nuclear weapons for defense, but why they decided to
abstain from such weapons.

Whereas Agrell concentrates his analysis on sources emanating from the
Supreme Command, defense committees and propositions in the Swedish
parliament, and reaches the conclusion that the nuclear option was aban-
doned in 1961-1962, data from other sources indicate that the actual deci-
sion may have been over-determined, i.e. implicated by earlier events. It
is noteworthy that Agrell himself, when reviewing the plea for nuclear
armament in Supreme Command 57, observes that “the intense public de-
bate” already decided the way the argument was presented. In 1959 a peti-
tion from the Supreme Command for money for nuclear construction re-
search was rejected not only with the argument that the parliament in 1958
had decided that a decision on the nuclear weapon question should be post-
poned, but also with the argument that an attitude of wait-and-see was of
importance in order to underline how vital it was to Sweden to reach inter-
national agreements on a test ban and on a limitation of the production of
nuclear arms. In 1958, 1959, and 1960, the Swedish parliament had decided
that freedom of action should be preserved, i.e. that no decision on the
acquisition of nuclear weapons should be taken as long as international de-
velopments remained obscure.*?

Agrell points to an important political background to the question by
mentioning the apparent ambitions among the Social Democratic leaders
to postpone a decision in order to avoid causing an open split in the party,
a split that could be taken advantage of by the bourgeois opposition. There
was not any political freedom of action left.*® This conclusion receives
strong support in political sources not used by Agrell.

Whereas Agrell’s conclusion that to avoid an open split in the party was
an important motive behind the Social Democratic postponement line, the
matter had wider implications. A new, qualitatively different defense doct-
rine was in the making. At the congress of the Social Democratic Youth
Union in 1958, Olof Palme argued for a postponement rather than a defini-
te decision against Swedish nuclear defense. The argument was that aslong
as Sweden kept its option open, the country could induce the great powers
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to try to reach internationally binding agreements on non-proliferation and
a test ban.*

Consequently, those “supporting” Swedish nuclear defense among the
Social Democrats treated the open option not as an element that was im-
portant to the defense doctrine in a military sense, but as an instrument of
general security policy, an instrument for international political influence.
Sweden should threaten to acquire nuclear weapons to force the nuclear
powers to agree on a non-proliferation agreement. In this way the possibi-
lities of the proliferation of nuclear bombs and the concomitant risks of
nuclear war would be reduced. This argument was public and also known
by the Swedish military.

On the eve of the Social Democratic Youth Union congress in 1958, its
leaders made a statement on the nuclear power question which is worth
quoting:

“It seems obvious that the nuclear powers are interested in stopping other nations
from acquiring nuclear weapons. This knowledge must exert a certain pressure on
the nuclear powers to try to reach an agreement that restricts the possession of nuc-
lear weapons to those who already have them. This pressure would of course
decrease if potential nuclear powers say no to nuclear weapons in advance and
regardless of developments. If the great powers reach an agreement, the question
would lose its relevance for Sweden.”®

During the congress, Olof Palme was outspoken regarding this tactical
dimension:

“The equation of world politics used to be dominated by Eisenhower and Khrush-
chev, but suddenly new factors enter: Nasser and Ben Gurion, the Indians, the Pa-
kistani, Franco, de Gaulle. The great powers . . . cannot control all these states. Be-
cause of this the thought of one small state after another acquiring nuclear weapons
must be a nightmare for them. — . .. maybe the small states can . .. blackmail the
great powers.”

Shortly thereafter, a similar argument was forwarded by the Social Demo-
cratic nuclear committee. It argued that as Sweden had the technical com-
petence soon to produce nuclear weapons, it had especially good merits for
reminding other states of the great risks inherent in a proliferation of
nuclear weapons.’’

This line of argument was well known by the military. Already in 1957,
the Social Democrat and infantry officer Nils Skold — who subsequently
came to belong to the group preparing the background analysis for Sup-
reme Command 62 — had the following to say at the Social Democratic
Youth Union conference:

“I think it is obvious that if we acquire nuclear weapons this cannot impede our
work for peace, disarmament and a ban on nuclear weapons. If we intend to work
for peace, our position would rather be stronger. We say that we find the world situ-
ation disquieting. The great powers cannot reach an agreement. In this dangerous
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world we have to look after our own house. However, at the same time we say: Bas-
ically, we want an agreement. We want to try every possibility to reach an agree-
ment on a ban on nuclear weapons. And if an agreement guaranteeing our security
is reached, we will abstain from all preparations and immediately cancel our [nuc-
lear] project. I find this to be a stronger position than to say: We will never acquire
nuclear weapons.”*

Skold’s statement may have been tactical in the sense that he presented an
argument that really would keep the nuclear option open in spite of the
strong opposition among Social Democrats. However, by making the
statement, Skold implicitly recognized the political — not military — nature
of the option. It is not unlikely that Sk6ld’s military superiors came to the
conclulsion that the nuclear option, because of political considerations,
was no longer a reliable basis for Sweden’s defense doctrine.

Given that the Supreme Command during the whole period under inves-
tigation took the position that the defense needed more money, and given
that already in the late 1950s it must have realized the impossibility of a
nuclear weapons doctrine, the plea for nuclear weapons in Supreme Com-
mand 62 must be considered to be an orderly retreat, and nothing more.

Agrell is correct in his assertion that a change of doctrine should be
gradual and not sudden in order to be trustworthy, if the change is caused
primarily by the organization’s wish to underline its own importance.®
However, in this case the incipient change of doctrine may be explained
with the help of rationalistic arguments also, i.e. by viewing the military as
“political men” and not only as members of a certain organization.

7

Regardless of the level of analysis chosen — structure, organization, politi-
cal scene — Agrell’s thesis on the change of the Swedish defense doctrine is
firmly anchored in the source material. However, by stressing the political
dimension more than Agrell has done, one has a better basis for under-
standing the subsequent development of the official Swedish defense pol-
icy. Playing with the nuclear option as a threat in international politics —cf
Palme’s arguments in the late 1950s — the political leaders of the country re-
moved the core of defense policy from the military to the political arena.
From now on, i.e. from the late 1950s, Swedish security was to be
safeguarded not only by military defense but also by an active international
policy. This new line acquires a certain significance in light of military de-
velopments in the Nordic area during the last quarter century. This is
exactly the point where Agrell’s interesting analysis must be brought one
step further.

Our point of departure is Agrell’s observation that the doctrine of unlim-
ited defense could be coupled both to the theory of isolated Swedish war
fighting capability and to the notion of marginal deterrence. According to
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the latter, the overriding conflict was between the great powers. Sweden’s
defense needed to match only those forces that the great powers could use
after having deployed the bulk of their forces against the principal adver-
sary. Agrell concludes that it follows from the doctrine of marginal deterr-
ence that the best defense policy for Sweden is to design its military defense
against the superior part in the balance of power, or, more precisely,
against that great power which constitutes the most obvious offensive
threat in the Nordic area. From Supreme Command 47 to Supreme Com-
mand 65 is stressed help from the West to the Swedish defense in case of an
attack, and Agrell apparently interprets this to be the consequence of the
combination of the marginal deterrence theory and the original unlimited
defense doctrine.

It is only in his postscript that Agrell touches upon the broader implica-
tions of Swedish relations with the West. He argues that the lack of histor-
ical analyses of this question “has created a blindness that probably has
contributed to the confusion typical for the debate on problems of security
policy in the beginning of the 80s.”*!

The relations with the West have obviously been important for the
theory of marginal deterrence not only during the period of the doctrine of
unlimited defense, but also during the very beginning of the period of the
doctrine of limited defense. Agrell has reminded us of the presence of this
dimension both before and after 1961-1962, i.e. the alleged year of change
in the doctrine. After 1965, however, there are no indications of a counting
on the West in the Swedish defense doctrine. The theory of marginal de-
terrence is pushed into the background.

The security problems of the early 1980s, referred to by Agrell, are con-
nected with the well-known Soviet military violations of Swedish territorial
waters and air space. What is of interest in the context of this discussion, is
that the increased pressure from the East comes in a situation when re-
liance on the West has been obliterated from the Swedish defense doctrine,
a doctrine which now is one of limited defense. Limited defense goals and
a very vague theory of marginal deterrence:* what are the implications for
the future?

The question posed above can be discussed in terms of “balance or band-
wagoning.” This theory of international relations says that a small state
that perceives a threat from a stronger neighbor either can ally itself with
a more distant, strong adversary of the threatening neighbor —balance — or
comply with the demands of the neighbor — bandwagon. The American
scholar Stephen M. Walt has made an investigation of both the theory and
some practical applications of it. He has made the following observation:

“Although statesmen frequently justify their actions by invoking the bandwagoning
hypothesis, history provides little evidence for this assertion. On the contrary, bal-
ance of power theorists from Ranke forward have persistently and persuasively
shown that states facing an external threat overwhelmingly prefer to balance
against the threat rather than bandwagon with it. This is primarily because an align-
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ment that preserves most of a state’s freedom of action is preferable to accepting
subordination under a political hegemon. Because intentions can change and per-
ceptions are unreliable, it is safer to balance against potential threats than to hope
that strong states will remain benevolent.”*

Walt points out how the United States has experienced “counterproduc-
tive excesses” in its foreign policy because of the neglect of the strong tend-
ency to balance among small states. There has been an exaggeration of the
risk that states bordering on the USSR would bandwagon, and there has
been an attempt to frighten states lying close to the United States — Cuba,
Nicaragua — to bandwagon. United States policy has been of the self-fulfil-
ling negative prophecy kind, or so one must interpret Walt on this point.
However, as regards the allies in Western Europe, the policy has been suc-
cessful and also beneficial for Western Europe, Walt argues:

“For the medium powers of Western Europe and Asia, the U.S. is the perfect ally.
It is sufficiently powerful to contribute substantially to their defense, it is driven by
its own concerns to oppose Soviet expansion, and yet it is sufficiently distant from
those allies so that it does not itself pose a significant threat.”*

By implication, Walt’s argument is relevant for Sweden as well, as long as
its defense doctrine counted on help from the West. In Sweden’s case,
“reliance” on the West, ultimately on the United States, must be said to
have been of the balance and not of the bandwagon kind. As Agrell has re-
marked, during the early postwar era, Sweden had a comparatively strong
military defense which gave it a special position among the small states of
Europe.* However, for reasons of foreign policy, balancing towards the
United States could not be officially acknowledged to be a part of the Swe-
dish defense doctrine.

When the defense capability of Sweden began to decline — in relative
terms —in the mid-1960s, the question of balance vis-a-vis bandwagon took
on a new significance. Supreme Command 80 remarked that the environ-
ment had increased its attention to the reductions in the strength of the
Swedish defense forces.* Whereas militarily Sweden can be said to have
been a medium power up to the beginning of the 1960s, Sweden in the
1980s must be considered a weak power. Balancing away from the threate-
ning neighbor made sense as long as the effect of marginal deterrence was
believed in. But what happens when the overruling doctrine is one of limi-
ted defense and the theory of marginal deterrence is practically aban-
doned?

Walt observes that although bandwagoning is less usual than balancing,
it may occur if one of three conditions is at hand: 1) the state is so weak that
it is highly vulnerable to pressure and militarily worthless to either side; 2)
any help from the “other” side is improbable; 3) there is a close ideological
community between the weak state and its strong neighbor.*’

One must note that all three conditions are vaguely defined. Their ope-
rationalization in politics or research demands a close scrutiny of the actual
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circumstances. It must also be added that the concept of “collective securi-
ty” may make the picture more complicated as one can imagine an interna-
tional system of checks and balances that makes invalid the simple balance-
bandwagon dichotomy.*®

For Sweden vis-a-vis the Soviet Union, condition number three among
Walt’s alternatives is ruled out for obvious reasons. However, given the
technological and global strategic developments in the 1980s, Walt’s condi-
tions one and two are relevant. Under circumstances when balancing is
abandoned in the explicit, open Swedish defense doctrine, and when a sys-
tem of collective security in the Nordic area is improbable, bandwagoning
is implicated, though probably not consciously chosen nor perceived as a
politically tolerable option.

8

The question of nuclear weapons and the way this option was practically
abandoned are acquiring new importance in the light of what has been said
above. The abstention from nuclear weapons meant abstention from the
doctrine of unlimited defense and, within a rather short time, from the
theory of marginal deterrence as well. In practice, politics was substituted
for military defense, at least as concerns the relative weight given to these
two components of the broad concept “security policy.” But if military
capability is comparatively weak and “confidence-building” and “active”
foreign policy part of the security policy, bandwagoning after the strong
neighbor is an obvious objective option. It is reasonable to assume that the
great power whose “confidence” is judged to be most important is the one
which is closest to the small state both geographically and in terms of milit-
ary forces available for immediate attack.

In the perspective just outlined, we can apprehend the significance of the
Swedish military’s use of the term “cold war” up to 1965. A cold war with
the threatening neighbor is part of a balancing away, meant to create and
sustain the ideological and socio-psychological environment of a military
defense intended to be able to carry out marginal deterrence. Whereas the
military continued to argue for a strong military defense, for example in
Supreme Command 80, the political decisions ran counter to their wishes.
Relative Swedish disarmament had gone so far by the early 1980s that the
balancing inherent in the original postwar doctrine could not be pursued as
a viable alternative any more. This cannot be admitted officially, but the
growing difficulty to duck the question comes through in a declaration by
the 1984 Defense Committee:

“It may be noted that the number of qualified units in Sweden’s armed forces has
diminished in the last deccades. But the fundamental aim of our defence policy — to
make an aggressor’s sacrifices in conjunction with an attempt to invade or other-
wise exploit our country considerably greater than the possible gains —still lies with-
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in the bounds of our economic and technical potential.”*

To this quotation should be added the judgment that the political will to
utilize the “economic and technical potential” must be at hand if the “fun-
damental aim of our defense policy” should be met. Accordingly, we
would argue that politics, not economic potential, is the key, and that the
general domestic political development has been and will be more impor-
tant for the actual and eventual changes of the Swedish defense doctrine
than the changing world views and threat perceptions expressed in the
military sources. As noted above, the term “cold war” in these sources do-
es not express a world view but simply a commitment to balancing and mar-
ginal deterrence as integrated elements in the defense doctrine.

If the thesis on the incipient bandwagoning behind the USSR is true, one
can say that the Swedish defense doctrine has adapted to the reality of
being a militarily weak power. In this perspective, security policy means
accommodation with the strong neighbor and not a commitment to safe-
guard national sovereignty at any price.

The conclusion might seem both premature and insidious. However, it
is our contention that much as the practical abandonment of the nuclear
option occurred well before the official acknowledgment to abstain from
these weapons, today the practical abandonment of the theory of marginal
deferrence and hence of the military option as such is under way without
any acknowledgment at all. As in the case of nuclear weapons, the primary
reasons are political and not organizational, i.e. not dependent on the
military establishment. They are not structural either, i.e. in the meaning
of being dependent on any defense industry inertia. (As we shall argue
below, it is rather a question of the insufficient capability of the domestic
defense industry.) As was the case also with the abandonment of the nuc-
lear option, the opposite of what is going on is stated in official sources.
Our stern argument makes a rather long quotation from the 1984 Defense
Committee necessary:

“Preparations and consultations with a view to military collaboration with other
states in wartime are out of the question. In procuring equipment we must seek to
avoid such dependence on other countries as could make us susceptible to pressure.
We must be able to use and maintain our equipment independently of others.

A domestic defense industry with a competence for development and production
facilitates the accomplishment of these aims. It also makes it easier to procure
equipment that is specially suited to our environment and our system of compulsory
military service. In addition, it makes it possible to chose our own defence profile,
designed to reduce the effects of the weapons and countermeasures developed by
the power blocs against one another.”

It is easy to discern elements of political bargaining in the quotation.
Those stressing the value of the conscript army have got their say, those de-
fending the interests of the technologically advanced industry, with its
stake in military equipment production, have got theirs. Whereas the in-
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tentions are good and honorable, it is very difficult to call them realistic.
Implicit in the argument is the notion of symmetry, i.e. of keeping an equal
distance to both superpowers. In practice, however, self-sufficiency in
weapons procurement, apart from putting the national economy under
enormous strain, means increasing the military technological distance
from the one countervailing, i.e. balance power, the United States. It is not
realistic to assume that it is possible to create political unity behind a policy
of drastic increases in defense expenditures, as would be necessary to sus-
tain domestic production of all vital components and systems. For all prac-
tical purposes, reducing the links with the distant balance power cannot
imply increased absolute independence but may rather make bandwagon-
ing behind the big neighbor seem the logical option. It is not a question of
willing, and absolutely not of bad will, but a matter of expediency.

Wilhelm Agrell has shown the fruitfulness of viewing the defense doc-
trine of Sweden not as a factor determining Swedish defense and security
policy but as a function of other, and as has turned out to be the case, more
basic factors. Whereas Agrell has stressed the importance of the organiza-
tional perspective in the analysis, the present study has tried to show that
the traditional political aspect is very important as well. Agrell’s basic
methodological approach has been preserved in the respect that the causes
of change are supposed not to be pointed out in the source material. They
must be deduced by way of an analysis of the broader political context. In
essence this is a corroboration of the thesis that while history cannot be
written without sources, the written sources must not be allowed to speak
for themselves.’! This rule is as important when it comes to the interpreta-
tion of contemporary political sources, including the statements of political
actors, as when one is analyzing medieval chronicles. However, in our case
a special dimension of contemporaneousness must be underlined.

Whereas we see it as natural, and therefore take it for granted, that the
past must be reinterpreted and cannot be described in the same terms as
those used by the original actors, it is a good deal more difficult to realize
that in the contemporary world as well there may be something going on
under the surface that must be interpreted and that cannot be taken at face
value. This means that the researcher must make a conscious attempt to
distance himself from his role as a citizen, as one taking part in the histori-
cal process, and view that process instead from a distance. In the present
case viewing it from a distance means that we have analyzed not what the
actors involved have thought or believed that they have been doing. In-
stead we have treated the military and the politicians as historical actors.
Accordingly, what has been sought in the analysis is not the conscious
reasons and motives of these actors but the historical significance of their
actions. It is part of the game that this significance may not be realized or
acknowledged by the actors themselves.
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Concluding remarks

It is our conclusion that both organizational and political processes were
important factors behind the change of the Swedish defence doctrine from
unlimited to limited defense, and that the political factor alone probably
will be the main cause of the potential next change, from balancing to
bandwagoning. The structural factor is also present, of course, but only in
the vague sense that contemporary developments have made it impossible
for a small country like Sweden to be scientifically, technologically and
economically self-sufficient. However, whereas Agrell’s results regarding
the past can hardly be refuted — history cannot be changed — our hypothesis
about the way the political factor will operate in the future may be rejected
by reality. Theoretically, the option of close military technological colla-
boration with the West and of balancing towards the United States and
away from the Soviet Union is still open for Sweden.>
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