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Abstract
States claim legitimacy – in part – by protecting citizens from violence. Yet, fulfilling that claim requires asking some
citizens to risk death on the state's behalf. This dissertation examines how democratic societies legitimate choices about
soldiering, using Sweden's manpower system as an empirical case. It asks: How are governing choices concerning
soldiering legitimated in policy texts, as articulations of security and its demands change over time? Covering the
period from 1992 to 2024, the study traces Sweden's transformation across four periods: from universal to partial male
conscription, through a so-called modernised duty, to an all-volunteer force, and finally to a hybrid system combining
gender-neutral conscription with employed soldiers.

Soldiering constitutes an extraordinary practice that, in democratic societies, must be not only legally permissible but
also publicly acceptable and politically legitimate. This dissertation argues that the legitimacy of soldiering policies is
actively constructed through meaning-making practices that reconcile evolving security imperatives with democratic norms
and military rationality.

The dissertation employs a qualitative, interpretive textual policy analysis, focusing on processes of discursive
legitimation and delegitimation. Its empirical material comprises key Swedish security and defence policy documents.

The dissertation integrates social contract theory, securitisation theory, and sociological legitimacy theory into a novel
framework centred on the concept of the security contract: an evolving, implicit arrangement through which state–citizen
obligations in the security domain are continuously renegotiated. The framework reveals how articulations of security as a
policy problem structure the moral and political space in which soldiering policies become intelligible and acceptable, and
how the boundaries of legitimate extraordinary measures are drawn and redrawn over time.

The findings demonstrate that discursive (de)legitimation operates as a process of reconciliation, weaving together
security imperatives, democratic values, and military rationality into accounts that render governing decisions both
necessary and appropriate. Governing choices have been legitimated through both affirmative claims and the delegitimation
of alternatives. Sweden's trajectory defies binary categorisations: conscription and voluntary service have been repeatedly
recombined, and the contemporary manpower model blends legal obligation, civic appeals, and material incentives.
Importantly, across all four periods, the norm that participation in national defence constitutes a civic duty has remained
an actively cultivated foundation on which the Swedish manpower system’s legitimacy is constructed.

The dissertation makes three interconnected contributions. Thematically, it foregrounds legitimation as a central
object of analysis in the study of soldiering policy. Theoretically, it advances the security contract as a framework for
understanding how state–citizen obligations are continually renegotiated. Empirically, it provides the first comprehensive
longitudinal account of how Sweden’s soldiering system has been legitimated in policy documents across three decades
of institutional transformation, culminating in NATO accession and the end of two centuries of military non-alignment.
Amid renewed militarisation and recruitment challenges, the findings illuminate the normative and political work involved
in building military capacity while sustaining the foundations of the social contract.
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The free man does not want to become a soldier; the democratic man 

abhors unequal burdens; the military man would like to ignore their 

claims, but cannot. It is the task of the statesman to reconcile the 

three, and to do so in a way likely to last. (Cohen, 1985: p. 188) 

Research problem  

The provision of security has long been regarded as a core function of the 

state and a cornerstone of its legitimacy. Yet in democratic states, military 

security gives rise to a fundamental paradox. States claim legitimacy by 

protecting citizens against violence, but the soldiering of armed forces 

requires individuals to risk their lives and exposes them to the very 

dangers the state is entrusted to prevent. Democratic governance 

therefore faces a perennial challenge: balancing the collective interest in 

security against the protection of individual life, rights and autonomy. 

This tension raises a pivotal question for contemporary societies: what 

constitutes a legitimate way of soldiering the armed forces? 

There are two principal ways of staffing the armed forces:1 voluntary 

enlistment through employment or compulsory service through 

conscription.2 From the Second World War until the end of the Cold War, 

conscription was the dominant method of military recruitment 

worldwide, used by both democratic and authoritarian states. Following 

the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and the improved international 

security situation, however, many European countries began moving 

away from conscription (e.g., Dier, 2010; Poutvaara & Wagener, 2007a, 

2007b, 2011). In 1989, only four European countries—Ireland, 

Luxembourg, Malta and the United Kingdom—relied entirely on all-

volunteer forces (AVFs). By 2013, they had been joined by 24 additional 

European countries that had abandoned conscription in favour of fully 

volunteer forces (Bieri, 2015). 

                                                           
1 In this dissertation, the terms “army” and “armed forces” are used interchangeably to refer to all 

branches of the military. Terms such as “all-volunteer force”, “employed force” and “professional force” 

are also used interchangeably to describe non-conscripted military models, without any intention of 

obscuring their conceptual nuances. Likewise, “soldier” is used as a generic term for military personnel 

across all branches, solely for reasons of brevity and without any intention of overlooking or diminishing 

branch-specific identities or designations. 
2 This thesis does not address the privatisation of military force or the recruitment of private contractors. 

While these are important issues, they fall outside the scope of this study, which focuses on the 

legitimation of the primary manpower model.  
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Across Western democracies, conscription increasingly came to be seen as 

incompatible with the demands of modern warfare. Critics argued that it 

was an outdated and costly institution, rooted in a bygone era of mass 

mobilisation conflict and ill-suited to the professional, technologically 

advanced militaries of the present. Its continuation also appeared 

increasingly misaligned with the values of contemporary liberal 

democracies, which placed growing emphasis on individual freedom and 

volunteerism over compulsory service (Ajangiz, 2002; Asal, Conrad & 

Toronto, 2017; Haltiner, 1998, 2003; Joenniemi, 2017a, 2017b; Mjøset & van 

Holde, 2002; Janowitz & Moskos, 1979; Moskos & Burk, 1994). Against this 

backdrop, many scholars predicted the decline of conscription (e.g., 

Frevert, 2004; van der Meulen & Manigart, 1998; Jehn & Selden, 2002).3   

The forecast that conscription was becoming a relic of the past, however, 

proved short lived. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and especially 

its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 prompted renewed interest in 

mandatory military service across Europe. As of the period examined 

here, eleven European countries maintain some form of conscription: 

Austria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, 

Sweden, Switzerland and Ukraine. Turkey4 also requires all men to 

complete at least six months of military service (Besch & Westgaard, 2024; 

Bingley et al., 2020; Buchholz, 2023; Joenniemi, 2017a, 2017b; Jonsson et al., 

2024; Szymanowski, 2023).5 

This renewed turn toward compulsory service is also visible in several 

concrete reform initiatives. Poland first reintroduced selective drafting 

(Ptak, 2022) and in 2025 announced plans to introduce universal military 

training for men (Easton, 2025). Croatia and Serbia have likewise 

announced plans to reintroduce compulsory military service, albeit in 

shorter forms of two to three months (Reuters, 2024; Delauney, 2026). In 

November 2025, Germany—having abolished conscription in 2011—

                                                           
3 According to the World Population Review (2026), 68 countries maintain some form of mandatory 

military service, while 92 do not. In several others, conscription exists only de jure or is applied 

infrequently. Traditional universal conscription, in which all males of a certain age are required to serve, 

has become increasingly uncommon and is today primarily retained by states facing significant security 

threats or governed by autocratic regimes. 
4 Although those who can afford it may, after one month, pay to be released from the remainder of their 

service. 
5 Austria, Finland, Norway, Denmark, Estonia, Cyprus, Greece and Switzerland have retained 

conscription throughout this period. The Austrian population voted in a referendum in 2013 to retain 

conscription. Latvia abolished conscription in 2006 but reinstated it in 2023. Lithuania, which ended 

conscription in 2008, reinstated it in 2015.  
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opted not to reinstate full conscription but to reintroduce mandatory 

mustering, with the possibility of compulsory service if voluntary 

enlistment proves insufficient (de Cabo, 2024; Kinkartz, 2025). Meanwhile, 

France has moved towards a gender-neutral mandatory national civil 

service (France 24, 2019; Williamson, 2019), and policymakers in Italy, the 

Netherlands, Romania and even the United Kingdom, which has not used 

conscription since the 1960s, have expressed varying degrees of interest in 

systems involving compulsory service (Squires, 2019; NL Times, 2022; 

AFP, 2023; Walter, 2023; Pressenza, 2023). 

Beyond Europe, the United States—long regarded as a benchmark for the 

all-volunteer force model—has faced increasing difficulties in meeting 

recruitment goals. In recent years, all branches of the US military have 

struggled to attract sufficient numbers of volunteers. These challenges 

have been amplified by the Russia–Ukraine war, which has intensified 

concerns about the long-term viability of the US military’s personnel 

system (Crombé & Nagl, 2023; Dempsey & Barndollar, 2023; Barno & 

Bensahel, 2023; The National Commission on Military, National, and 

Public Service, 2020). 

Historically, changes in military recruitment systems have been relatively 

rare, and shifts from voluntary recruitment to conscription have been 

particularly uncommon (Asal, Conrad & Toronto, 2017).6 Recent 

developments, however, appear to challenge this historical pattern. 

Across Europe, governments are accelerating efforts to address persistent 

problems such as declining enlistment rates and difficulties retaining 

skilled personnel (Carbonaro, 2024). At the same time, for many states, the 

issue is no longer simply how to maintain their armed forces but how to 

expand them in response to the largest war on the continent since 1945. To 

strengthen their forces, governments are therefore considering a range of 

options, including the reintroduction or expansion of conscription. 

To be a soldier—whether through voluntary enlistment or state-imposed 

conscription—is widely recognised as one of the most physically and 

psychologically demanding forms of public service. Military service 

entails not only the risk of personal harm but also the sanctioned use of 

force against others, making it an extraordinary undertaking that carries 

profound moral and ethical burdens (Sherman, 2011). Service in conflict 

                                                           
6 Asal, Conrad, & Toronto (2017) find that from 1969 to 2008, there was forty-one transitions to volunteer 

recruitment and only eighteen transitions to conscription. 
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can leave soldiers physically impaired and often leads to severe mental 

health problems, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 

depression, which may themselves become life-threatening (e.g., Hoge et 

al., 2006; Richardson et al., 2010). In addition, soldiers face risks of injury 

not only in active combat but also during training, through accidents, and 

in the course of broader operational activities (e.g., MacGregor et al., 2009; 

Murphy et al. 2023). 

The legitimacy of conscription is often more contested than that of 

voluntary military service. Broadly understood as a legal mechanism that 

compels individuals to undergo military training and, if deemed 

necessary, to serve in the armed forces, conscription constitutes one of the 

most far-reaching exercises of state authority. Liberal societies typically 

operate under a strong presumption against restrictions on individual 

liberty, and conscription represents a particularly stark infringement of 

that principle. As a form of institutionalised coercion, it is exceptional in 

that it imposes severe constraints not as punishment for wrongdoing, but 

as a pre-emptive obligation in the name of collective security. It further 

requires individuals to assume duties in pursuit of collective goals they 

may neither choose nor endorse. These burdens are compounded by the 

fact that conscripts are usually provided only minimal financial 

compensation. 

However, all soldiers—regardless of how they enter service—are subject 

to strict discipline, hierarchical command, and demanding conditions that 

expose them to significant physical and psychological risks (Chmykh et 

al., 2020; Fidell, 2016; Kellett, 1982; van der Dennen, 2005). The physical, 

psychological, and moral sacrifices that soldiering entails (e.g., Ben-

Shalom et al., 2005; van Baarle & Olsthoorn, 2023; Sherman, 2011) 

underscore its extraordinary character—one that arguably sits uneasily 

with what is typically regarded as legitimate in a democratic society. In a 

democracy that maintains an armed force, citizens owe it to one another 

to reflect on the burdens borne by those who serve. While military security 

may at times require an unequal distribution of sacrifice, fairness 

demands that such inequalities be acknowledged, critically examined, and 

morally justified. 

Starting from the tension between collective security and individual 

burdens, this dissertation examines soldiering as an extraordinary 

measure justified by the perceived paramount importance of security 

(Buzan et al., 1998). It begins from the premise that the way security is 
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articulated as a policy problem provides the fundamental rationale for 

what security is understood to require in terms of soldiering. In other 

words, soldiering—whether through conscription or voluntary service—

is rendered justifiable through its alignment with perceived security 

needs. Security demands thus serve as the overarching rationale for 

proposed soldiering models. This makes the articulation of security as a 

policy problem a central analytical concern of the dissertation. 

However, in democratic societies, soldiering policies must not only be 

presented as responses to security demands; they must also be seen as 

legitimate within a broader normative framework. This includes 

consistency with core democratic values such as fairness, equality, civic 

responsibility, and the protection of individual rights. The governing 

challenge therefore lies in reconciling these often competing imperatives: 

ensuring national security while upholding other values and principles. 

Taken together, this tension provides the analytical entry point for the 

dissertation’s focus on how soldiering policies achieve and sustain public 

acceptance in democratic societies. 

This dissertation employs the concept of the social contract as a metaphor 

and analytical framework for understanding the relationship between the 

state and its citizens in the domain of security. The social contract refers 

to an implicit understanding—rather than a literal or formal agreement—

that structures the reciprocal obligations between citizens and the state. In 

particular, Hobbes’s (1651) insight that individuals are willing to 

surrender certain freedoms in exchange for protection provides a 

conceptual foundation for understanding how soldiering policies can be 

rendered legitimate. 

According to the classic model of the social contract, individuals consent 

to the authority of the sovereign in exchange for protection against threats. 

This principle continues to underpin contemporary notions of state 

legitimacy: the state’s right to rule, and the citizens’ obligation to obey, 

both depend on its capacity to provide national defence and maintain 

internal order. 

The state–citizen relationship is therefore reciprocal. In return for 

protection, citizens also accept an obligation to participate in the defence 

of the state when necessary. The state has a duty to defend its citizens, and 

citizens, in turn, have a duty to defend the state. 
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What this bargain between state and citizen looks like in practice, 

however, shifts over time and across contexts. In contrast to the more static 

portrayals often associated with classical social contract theory, this 

dissertation examines the state–citizen relationship in democratic societies 

as dynamic and historically contingent. It adopts a constructivist lens, 

emphasising that the understanding of security as a policy problem—and 

the measures deemed necessary in response—is not fixed, but evolves 

over time and in relation to context (Buzan et al., 1998). 

The terms and stakes of the state–citizen relationship are therefore not 

constant, but continually redefined through changing societal values, 

political decisions, and shifting security imperatives. Accordingly, this 

dissertation introduces the concept of the security contract to analyse how 

democratic societies renegotiate mutual expectations between state and 

citizen in the realm of security policy. 

Within this broader context, this dissertation examines the transformation 

and legitimation of Sweden’s soldiering policy from the end of the Cold 

War to the present. Sweden offers a particularly compelling case for such 

an inquiry. Between 1992 and 2024, the country repeatedly and 

profoundly reconfigured its military manpower system: from traditional 

universal male conscription, to an increasingly selective model, to an all-

volunteer force, and later to a reactivated hybrid and gender-neutral 

system. These successive shifts provide a strong empirical lens for 

examining how democratic states construct, contest, and reconfigure 

legitimacy as political, normative, and security understandings change. 

The design of a country’s manpower model is not merely an 

administrative or technical matter; it carries profound ethical, political, 

and societal implications. Soldiering policies determine who is expected 

to serve, under what conditions, and with what consequences for both 

individuals and society. In doing so, they define crucial boundaries of 

civic duty and state authority. At stake are questions of who is expected 

to risk death, who is authorised to use lethal force, and under what 

conditions democratic societies organise for war and security. In a context 

of rising geopolitical tensions and renewed militarisation, questions of 

how military manpower policies are legitimated and delegitimated have 

become increasingly urgent, sharpening both academic and political 

debate about the future of soldiering models and the legitimacy they must 

command in democratic societies. 
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Research objective and question 

The core puzzle of this dissertation concerns how democratic states 

legitimate governing choices on soldiering in ways that reconcile 

collective security imperatives with individual burdens. Because 

decisions about who is expected to serve, and under what conditions, are 

constitutive of the relationship between state and citizen, governing 

choices on soldiering raise fundamental questions of legitimacy. Against 

this backdrop, the dissertation aims to deepen our understanding of how 

governing choices on soldiering are rendered publicly acceptable and 

politically legitimate in democratic societies, and how these processes 

contribute to the evolution of the security contract. 

To achieve this objective, the study is guided by the following overarching 

research question: How are governing choices concerning soldiering legitimated 

in policy texts, as articulations of security and its demands change over time? 

This dissertation examines how soldiering becomes possible and 

acceptable in democratic societies through a novel analytical lens that 

integrates insights from social contract theory, security studies, and the 

literature on political legitimacy—an interdisciplinary synthesis that 

remains underexplored in the study of soldiering policy. 

Methodologically, this dissertation draws on qualitative, interpretivist 

textual policy analysis to examine discursive (de)legitimation practices in 

an in-depth case study of Sweden. The analysis centres on legitimacy 

claims, delegitimating moves, and justificatory reasoning as they appear 

in key policy texts. Discursive (de)legitimation practices are understood 

as language-based acts of reason-giving through which governing choices 

are presented as rightful and acceptable, and compliance as socially 

appropriate. 

The analysis is grounded in a constructivist understanding of policy as 

socially constructed through meaning-making practices, rather than as an 

objective reflection of a pre-given reality. Empirically, the study draws on 

a corpus of key Swedish security and defence policy documents produced 

between 1992 and 2024—a period marked by significant institutional and 

normative transformations in the governance of military service. 

During this period, Sweden moved from universal male conscription to 

an all-volunteer force and later to a hybrid manpower model based on 

gender-neutral conscription. This trajectory provides a compelling case 
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for examining how democratic societies rearticulate security imperatives, 

legitimate institutional reforms, and renegotiate the relationship between 

state and citizen. 

The dissertation offers a detailed longitudinal analysis of Sweden’s 

evolving soldiering policy, tracing how legitimacy has been constructed 

and reconfigured across major institutional transformations. In doing so, 

it contributes new insights into the processes through which different 

manpower models, as well as shifts within and between them, become 

acceptable in a changing security environment. 

Theoretically, the dissertation contributes to research on political 

legitimacy, security studies, and military sociology by advancing the 

concept of the security contract. In doing so, it shows how democratic 

states manage tensions between collective defence and core democratic 

norms through the continual renegotiation of civic obligation, 

institutional authority, and political acceptability. 

Research design  

This section outlines the study’s ontological and epistemological 

foundations, explains the rationale for selecting Sweden as a case, and 

presents the analytical approach guiding the inquiry.  

Case selection and rationale 

This dissertation employs a qualitative single-case study design to 

investigate how soldiering policies are legitimated in democratic societies. 

Sweden is selected as the sole case due to both its theoretical relevance 

and empirical suitability for examining how military staffing becomes 

politically and socially acceptable through evolving processes of 

legitimation. Sweden’s trajectory—marked by profound and repeated 

transformations in its soldiering model—offers a rich empirical 

foundation for analysing how democratic states reconcile collective 

security imperatives with normative commitments to fairness, equity, and 

individual rights 

While Swedish conscription traditions are often traced to the medieval 

period, the modern system was formally introduced in 1901. For much of 

the twentieth century, värnplikt functioned not merely as a manpower 

policy but as a broad civic institution, deeply connected to Swedish ideas 

of citizenship, equality, and state–citizen relations. It was widely 
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supported by the public, conscripts themselves, the Armed Forces, and 

political leaders across the ideological spectrum. At the height of the Cold 

War, around 85% of Swedish men were conscripted, making Sweden one 

of the most comprehensive conscription systems in the democratic world 

(e.g., Forssberg & Fredholm, 2014; Lindberg, 2019; Persson, 2011; Persson 

& Sundevall, 2019; Sundevall, 2011). 

The study’s temporal scope begins in 1992, when Sweden introduced a 

policy of partial conscription. This decision initiated a prolonged re-

evaluation of the country’s soldiering system. Well into the post–Cold 

War era, the idea of a professional defence (yrkesförsvar) continued to face 

widespread scepticism in Sweden, and a transition to a fully employed 

force was widely regarded as politically and normatively unthinkable. 

Yet in 2010, Sweden took the historic step of suspending conscription in 

favour of an all-volunteer force, breaking with more than a century of 

mandatory recruitment and breaking with the long-held view that an AVF 

was both undesirable and incompatible with Swedish defence doctrine. 

However, only seven years later, in 2017, Sweden reinstated conscription 

and introduced a hybrid manpower model in which conscripts train 

alongside employed personnel in equivalent roles. This arrangement had 

long been considered unfeasible, as it blurred the traditional boundary 

between voluntary and compulsory service. At the same time, the 

reactivated system became gender-neutral, placing Sweden, alongside 

Norway, among the very few countries in the world to conscript both men 

and women on fully equal terms (CBC News, 2006; Ellingsen & Lilleaas, 

2017; Heikkilä & Laukkanen, 2022; Carreiras, 2006; Persson & Sundevall, 

2019). 

In 2024, Sweden made another historic shift: after more than two centuries 

of military non-alignment, it joined NATO. This marked the most 

consequential reorientation of Swedish security doctrine in modern 

history and carries significant implications for the country’s military 

manpower model under the logic of collective defence. 

The selection of Sweden aligns with George and Bennett’s (2005) 

observation that cases marked by internal variation over time are 

particularly well suited to exploring the evolution of policy ideas. The 

detailed focus on a single, information-rich case allows for in-depth 

analysis of complex processes and changing legitimacy claims, which is a 
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key strength of qualitative single-case study design (Yin, 2018). Although 

George and Bennett’s framework is often associated with causal process 

tracing, the underlying point is transferable here. The substantial 

transformations in Sweden’s soldiering model create an opportunity to 

study how legitimacy claims and societal expectations are articulated and 

rearticulated across changing political conditions. 

Sweden’s case is thus notable for the depth and frequency of 

transformations in its soldiering model. At the same time, it reflects 

broader developments in Europe and other democratic settings. At the 

end of the Cold War, 23 of today’s EU-27 member states maintained some 

form of mandatory military service, and over the following two decades 

16 of these countries suspended peacetime conscription. However, as the 

regional military-security landscape shifted significantly following 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and its full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine in 2022, renewed debates emerged across Europe regarding 

military preparedness and the role of conscription. Currently, 11 

European countries rely on conscription, and several have broadened the 

scope of mandatory recruitment. In addition, other states are actively 

reconsidering or preparing for the reintroduction of conscription (Besch & 

Westgaard, 2024; Bingley et al., 2020; Hutt, 2022; Joenniemi, 2017a, 2017b; 

Jonsson et al., 2024; Szymanowski, 2023). 

The theoretical relevance of the Swedish case lies in its capacity to 

empirically illustrate and deepen abstract theoretical reasoning. By tracing 

how soldiering policies are discursively legitimated over time, the case 

enables a contextual examination and refinement of key assumptions in 

legitimacy theory, securitisation studies, and social contract thinking. 

Sweden’s rapid and repeated policy shifts make visible broader 

theoretical dynamics surrounding the legitimation of state practices in 

democratic contexts and render the case particularly well suited to 

investigating how democratic states reconcile evolving societal values 

with strategic imperatives in the legitimation of military staffing reforms. 

In this sense, Sweden serves as a paradigmatic case, as defined by 

Flyvbjerg (2006). Paradigmatic cases illuminate more general 

characteristics of the societies or situations they represent and thereby 

function as reference points for understanding broader phenomena. 

Sweden is thus not selected because it is statistically typical, but because 

it helps illuminate deeper theoretical dynamics. Its trajectory reveals how 

democratic states seek to reconcile evolving societal values with strategic 
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imperatives through shifting discourses on what constitutes legitimate 

military service. While Flyvbjerg associates paradigmatic cases with 

theory-building, this study adopts an interpretive approach, using 

Sweden to analyse meaning-making, discursive evolution, and 

legitimation practices within a specific context of broader analytical 

significance. 

Beyond its theoretical and empirical importance, Sweden is also 

methodologically well suited to qualitative inquiry. Its transparent 

policymaking traditions, strong democratic institutions, and extensive 

public availability of policy documents provide the empirical foundation 

needed for detailed document-based analysis. The empirical material and 

selection criteria are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. 

Sweden has also attracted international attention as a reference point in 

debates on recruitment, legitimacy, and changing threat environments in 

countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and 

Finland (e.g., AFP, 2023; Brady, 2024; Duxbury, 2024; Gibadło & 

Szymański, 2024; Kinkartz, 2025; Luyken, 2023; Yle News, 2023). The 

Swedish case therefore offers not only national insight but also a 

comparative point of reference for other democratic societies confronting 

legitimacy challenges in defence staffing. 

In sum, Sweden provides an empirically rich and theoretically 

illuminating case for understanding how soldiering policies are rendered 

publicly acceptable and politically legitimate within democratic systems. 

Spanning more than three decades of profound reform, Sweden’s 

trajectory enables this study to examine how legitimacy is discursively 

constructed, maintained, and reconfigured in the realm of national 

defence. By tracing how soldiering policies are redesigned and 

discursively legitimated over time, the dissertation contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the security contract—the implicit arrangement through 

which rights, responsibilities, and obligations related to defence are 

continually renegotiated. While rooted in the Swedish context, the 

insights developed here speak more broadly to the legitimacy dilemmas 

facing democratic societies in times of military transformation. 
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Analytical approach: Interpretive textual policy analysis 

and discursive (de)legitimation 

This dissertation is grounded in an interpretivist epistemology and a 

constructivist ontology, emphasising the socially constructed character of 

policy realities and the centrality of meaning-making in governance 

(Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yanow, 2016; Yanow & Schwartz-

Shea, 2014). Methodologically, it is conducted as a qualitative, interpretive 

textual policy analysis of key policy documents, with an analytical focus 

on discursive legitimation. 

Legitimacy is conceptualised in a sociological sense, as collective 

perceptions that governing institutions exercise authority in appropriate 

and acceptable ways, such that their actions are regarded as deserving of 

compliance (Dellmuth & Tallberg, 2015, pp. 451–475; Tallberg & Zürn, 

2019a, 2019b). Accordingly, legitimation and delegitimation refer to the 

processes through which such perceptions are reinforced, challenged, and 

reconfigured over time. 

Empirically, these processes are examined through the analysis of 

discursive (de)legitimation practices in key policy documents concerning 

soldiering choices. Following Bexell et al. (2022, pp. 30–33), discursive 

(de)legitimation practices are understood as verbal (as opposed to 

behavioural) expressions that signal consent to or contest governing 

authority and/or its exercise of power. Analytically, the dissertation also 

attends to the justifications mobilised in these expressions—that is, the 

normative claims invoked to present authority and governing choices as 

rightful, acceptable, or objectionable (see also Bexell & Jönsson, 2018; 

Bexell et al., 2022). 

The dissertation starts from the argument that soldiering is an 

extraordinary measure primarily justified through appeals to the 

importance of security. Yet perceptions of security—and with them what 

is regarded as a legitimate response to security problems—evolve over 

time and across contexts (Buzan et al., 1998). Understanding how 

legitimacy for changing soldiering policies is constructed therefore 

requires examining how security is articulated and rearticulated as a 

policy problem. 

At the same time, in a democratic context, the legitimacy of soldiering 

policies does not rest on security imperatives alone. Discursive 
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legitimation practices are expected to draw on multiple justifications: 

appeals to security-related considerations such as military rationality and 

effectiveness, alongside references to broader societal norms, values, and 

expectations. They are also expected to reveal tensions and trade-offs 

between competing considerations, as policymakers seek to balance 

priorities in ways that sustain legitimacy. Taken together, these 

justificatory moves form broader legitimating narratives through which 

particular soldiering reforms are rendered intelligible, appropriate, and 

acceptable. This provides the foundation for examining how transforming 

soldiering policies in democratic societies are rendered publicly 

acceptable and politically legitimate, and how these dynamics contribute 

to the evolution of the security contract. 

The following chapters develop the theoretical framework and the 

method and operationalisation of this approach in greater detail. The 

remainder of this introductory chapter now turns to the dissertation’s 

contributions to existing scholarship, before concluding with an outline of 

the thesis structure. 

Previous research and contributions of this dissertation 

Military manpower systems have been extensively studied across political 

science, war studies, military sociology, history, philosophy, and 

economics. This scholarship has generated important insights into the 

historical development, institutional determinants, debated normative 

justifications, and strategic consequences of conscription versus all-

volunteer forces. Comparatively less attention, however, has been paid to 

how governing choices on soldiering are legitimated in policy texts, and 

how the justificatory foundations of soldiering are rearticulated as 

manpower systems are reformed over time. This dissertation addresses 

that gap by analysing how governing choices on soldiering are rendered 

publicly acceptable and politically legitimate in the context of changing 

articulations of security and its demands. In doing so, it contributes to 

research on soldiering in democratic societies in three main ways. 

These contributions address three distinct gaps in previous research: first, 

the limited attention paid to legitimation as an object of analysis; second, 

the lack of an analytical framework for conceptualising legitimacy in 

relation to soldiering; and third, the absence of a longitudinal account that 

brings manpower reform and security discourse together in the Swedish 

case.  
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First, the dissertation makes a thematic contribution by foregrounding 

the political legitimation of soldiering as a central object of analysis. 

While previous research has often examined manpower systems in terms 

of institutional design, abstract normative justification, military utility, or 

societal effects, this dissertation focuses on the processes through which 

governing choices on soldiering are rendered acceptable and politically 

legitimate over time. More specifically, it shows how soldiering policies 

are legitimated through evolving discursive practices that reconcile 

articulated security imperatives with democratic norms and military 

rationality. 

Second, the dissertation makes a theoretical contribution by 

developing an analytical lens that integrates social contract theory, 

securitisation theory, and sociological legitimacy theory. This lens 

illuminates how governing choices on soldiering attain and sustain 

legitimacy in democratic societies as security imperatives are 

rearticulated and how state–citizen obligations are renegotiated in the 

process. It conceptualises legitimacy as relational and dynamic, yet 

normatively bounded within a political community: legitimacy concerns 

not only public acceptance of the exercise of authority, but also the 

contested boundaries of what can be demanded in the name of security. 

By bringing these perspectives together through a focus on discursive 

(de)legitimation, the dissertation offers a legitimation-centred 

framework for analysing how democracies build military capacity while 

sustaining the normative foundations of the security contract. 

Third, the dissertation makes an empirical contribution by providing a 

comprehensive longitudinal account of the evolution of Sweden’s 

soldiering system between 1992 and 2024, tracing its development from 

mass conscription, through an increasingly selective conscription system 

and an all-volunteer phase, to today’s hybrid manpower model based on 

gender-neutral duty. Through the Swedish case, the dissertation shows 

how rearticulations of security and shifting legitimacy demands 

repeatedly reconfigured the meaning and practice of soldiering, and how 

Sweden increasingly combined legal obligation, civic appeals, and 

material incentives in order to reconcile military effectiveness with 

democratic expectations of legitimacy and public acceptability. It also 

shows how the legitimacy of military service was perceived to depend 

on the active cultivation of willingness and civic duty within the security 

contract. In an era of renewed militarisation and mounting recruitment 

challenges, the Swedish case offers empirical leverage for understanding 

how democratic societies navigate the dilemmas of building military 

capacity while sustaining legitimacy. 
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The sections that follow elaborate these contributions in relation to prior 

research. Each subsection synthesises the relevant literature and then 

specifies how this dissertation contributes to that body of scholarship.  

Thematic contribution: Legitimation as object of analysis   

This dissertation is concerned with how governing choices on soldiering 

are rendered publicly acceptable and politically legitimate in democratic 

societies. In addressing this question, it engages with a wide and 

multidisciplinary body of scholarship on military manpower systems, 

including research on the structural determinants of conscription and all-

volunteer forces, debates about their respective advantages and 

drawbacks, and studies of what motivates individuals to serve in the 

armed forces. While this literature often touches—explicitly or 

implicitly—on the legitimacy of different recruitment models, legitimacy 

is typically treated as a relatively fixed attribute: a matter of operational 

effectiveness, assessed in terms of normative justification, or derived from 

public support. 

This dissertation takes a different approach. It examines how legitimacy 

is constructed and reconstructed over time through processes of 

legitimation and delegitimation. It argues that understanding why 

soldiering models endure, change, or become contested requires attention 

to how governing choices are justified in relation to changing articulations 

of security and broader democratic norms. Yet despite the central 

relevance of this dimension for understanding defence policy reform, it 

remains underexplored in the existing literature. 

The discussion that follows situates the dissertation’s contribution by 

reviewing key strands of previous research and identifying the conceptual 

and empirical gaps it addresses. In particular, it highlights the limited 

attention paid to how beliefs in the legitimacy of soldiering are actively 

produced, maintained, and contested over time through political 

discourse. 

A substantial body of scholarship examines the relationship between 

conscription and democratic governance. This literature has explored 

conscription’s historical role in state-building and democratisation, as 

well as its implications for civil–military relations (Avant, 2000; Beukema, 

1941; Forrest, 2002; Ingesson, 2020; Krebs, 2004; Levi, 1996, 1997a, 1997b; 

Moskos, 1970). A central debate concerns whether democratic governance 

is strengthened when the military is more closely embedded in society 
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through conscription, creating a more representative military and 

reinforcing societal ties to the armed forces (Burk, 2002; Galston, 2003; 

Henderson & Seagren, 2014; Kadercan, 2013; Rahbek-Clemmensen et al., 

2012; Rosen, 1995; Vennesson, 2003). Conscription has also been discussed 

as a mechanism for promoting social cohesion by integrating individuals 

across class, cultural, and economic lines (Deverell et al., 2015; Forster, 

2005; Leander, 2004; Moskos, 1970). An alternative view holds that a 

certain degree of separation between the military and civilian spheres is 

not inherently problematic in a democracy, but may instead enhance 

military professionalism and protect strategic autonomy (Feaver, 1999, 

2003; Huntington, 1957; Pfaffenzeller, 2009). From this perspective, the 

military derives legitimacy less from societal embeddedness than from 

performance, competence, and adherence to distinct professional norms, 

even when these diverge from broader societal values. 

A related question in this literature is whether conscription fosters greater 

public support for the military and strengthens the broader citizen–state 

relationship. However, empirical research has not established a clear 

causal link between recruitment system type and levels of public support 

for the armed forces (Pew Research Center, 2018). Nor is there evidence 

that conscription reduces the distance between ordinary citizens and the 

state or strengthens broader institutional trust in European democracies. 

On the contrary, recent studies suggest that conscription may, if anything, 

reduce trust in democratic institutions (Bove et al., 2024; Choulis et al., 

2021). 

Scholars have also examined whether conscription can function as a 

democratic constraint by shaping wartime decision-making and reducing 

the likelihood of military coups. The “citizen-soldier” model suggests that 

conscripts, having a personal stake in democratic stability, are less likely 

to support anti-government action (Adam, 2012; Aidt & Jensen, 2014; 

Tullock, 1987). More recent research, however, challenges this 

assumption, arguing that in consolidated democracies conscription has 

limited effect on coup prevention, since civil–military relations are 

increasingly governed by institutional norms rather than recruitment 

systems (Ingesson et al., 2018; Ingesson, 2020; Poutvaara & Wagener, 

2007a, 2007b). As a result, this rationale has lost traction in contemporary 

policy debates. 

Conscription has also been studied in relation to states’ conflict behaviour, 

particularly its role in shaping public accountability in matters of war. 
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Some scholars argue that conscription can reduce leaders’ willingness to 

initiate conflict by lowering public support for war, especially among 

those likely to be drafted (Horowitz & Levendusky, 2011). Related 

research suggests that democracies with all-volunteer forces may 

experience higher combat casualties, either because such forces enable 

greater force projection or because losses are concentrated within a self-

selected group and therefore generate weaker public constraint 

(Horowitz, Simpson, & Stam, 2011; Vasquez, 2005). However, large-N 

comparative studies of the broader effects of recruitment systems on 

wartime behaviour remain inconclusive, with findings varying by 

methodology, periodisation, and case selection, making causal 

relationships difficult to establish (Choi & James, 2003, 2008; Crain & 

Crain, 2023; Duff, 2014; Koch & Gartner, 2005; Pickering, 2011). 

Taken together, this body of research examines the democratic, societal, 

and political implications of military manpower systems. A parallel 

strand of scholarship focuses more directly on their military function, 

assessing the strategic utility and instrumental effectiveness of 

conscription and all-volunteer forces  in terms of operational performance, 

force flexibility, readiness, and long-term economic sustainability.  

From a military-rationalist perspective, conscription’s main advantage 

lies in its capacity to generate manpower at scale, ensure a broad and 

robust recruitment base, and support long-term workforce planning—

features especially valued in states with extensive defence obligations or 

large-scale mobilisation requirements (Jørgensen & Breitenbauch, 2009; 

Joenniemi, 2017a, 2017b).  

By contrast, proponents of all-volunteer forces argue that, because they 

rely on voluntary recruitment and longer training cycles, such forces 

foster higher motivation, stronger service commitment, improved 

retention, and allow for greater specialisation and skill development. On 

this view, AVFs are better suited to the technical and strategic demands 

of modern military operations and also allow greater political flexibility, 

since they do not constrain force deployment in the way conscription does 

(Cohn & Toronto, 2017, 2021; Duindam, 1999; Gilroy & Williams, 2006; 

Poutvaara & Wagener, 2007a, 2007b, 2011; Reiter & Stam, 2002; Sandler & 

Hartley, 1995; Toronto & Cohn, 2020; Warner & Asch, 2001). 

In economic terms, AVFs require higher compensation to attract and 

retain personnel, but proponents argue that these costs are offset by gains 
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in professionalism, expertise, adaptability, and overall operational 

effectiveness (Asal et al., 2017; Bauer et al., 2012; Bove & Cavatorta, 2012; 

Cohn & Toronto, 2017; Horowitz et al., 2011; Jehn & Selden, 2002; 

Kestnbaum, 2009; MacLean, 2008; Warner & Asch, 2001). Economists have 

also challenged the view that conscription is necessarily more cost-

effective, pointing to hidden costs such as productivity losses, inefficient 

allocation of human capital, and the opportunity costs of compulsory 

service (Keller et al., 2010; Warner et al., 2003). 

Another major strand of research examines the structural and historical 

factors that shape how states choose between conscription and all-

volunteer forces, as well as the conditions under which transitions 

between them occur. This comparative literature highlights the 

importance of institutional legacies, regime type, and geopolitical context 

in shaping recruitment models over time. In a large-N study covering 

more than 100 countries across two centuries, Asal, Conrad, and Toronto 

(2017) show that historical legacies matter strongly: states with a British 

colonial heritage are significantly less likely to adopt conscription, 

democratic governance tends to reduce reliance on compulsory service, 

and transitions between manpower systems are generally rare, with long-

standing AVFs being especially unlikely to revert to conscription. 

Previous research also highlights perceived military threats (interstate 

conflicts, rivalries, and territorial disputes) as important factors behind the 

adoption and retention of conscription (Asal et al., 2017; Mjøset & van 

Holde, 2002). The widespread shift away from conscription after the Cold 

War, especially among European states, is commonly attributed to the 

reduced expectation of large-scale interstate war (e.g., Ajangiz, 2002; 

Haltiner, 1998, 2003; Irondelle, 2003; Joenniemi, 2017a, 2017b; Kernic et al., 

2005; Malešič, 2003; Mjøset & van Holde, 2002; Simon & Abdel-Moneim, 

2011; Szvircsev Tresch & Leuprecht, 2010; Szvircsev Tresch, 2015). 

Research further shows that, in this context, many states undertook far-

reaching force reductions and military restructuring, and in parallel 

shifted their priorities from territorial defence towards expeditionary 

operations and multinational missions (Edmunds, 2006; Forster, 2005; 

Meijer & Wyss, 2018). Together, these developments contributed to the 

view that all-volunteer forces were better suited to the post–Cold War 

security environment (Edmunds, 2006; King, 2011; Moskos, Williams, & 

Segal, 2000). 
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As discussed above, Russia’s military rearmament and increasingly 

aggressive posture have prompted a new shift in military recruitment 

policies, particularly across Europe. After decades of military downsizing 

and professionalisation, many states are now increasing defence 

spending, rebuilding national capabilities, and reintroducing or 

expanding conscription. Previous research suggests that one factor behind 

this shift is the difficulty of transitioning to and sustaining an all-volunteer 

force (AVF). Such transitions often require substantial time and resources, 

and states that have abolished conscription have frequently struggled to 

meet recruitment targets in both quantitative and qualitative terms, 

leading to persistent shortfalls and unexpected costs. In response, several 

countries have also revised enlistment criteria in order to broaden the 

recruitment base (Cartwright, 2026; Defencematters.eu Correspondents, 

2026; Linn, 2023; Manigart, 2018; Squires, 2019; Szvircsev Tresch & 

Leuprecht, 2010; C. Williams, 2005; Österberg et al., 2020). 

Longitudinal studies have shown a steady decline in willingness to fight 

since the 1980s (e.g., Bayram, 2019; Inglehart et al., 2015; Münkler, 2005). 

The renewed focus on military rearmament and the growing challenges 

of recruitment and retention have also brought increased scholarly 

attention to what drives individuals’ willingness to serve in the armed 

forces and, more broadly, public willingness to participate in national 

defence. In this context, scholars have debated whether the decline of 

conscription helps explain the downward trend in willingness to fight. 

The relationship, however, remains unclear. Some studies suggest that 

conscription fosters a stronger sense of civic duty and readiness to defend 

the nation, while others argue that a high level of willingness to fight must 

already exist within society for conscription itself to be politically 

sustainable (e.g., Horowitz & Levendusky, 2011; Onderco et al., 2024). 

Research within this field has often relied on observational data to identify 

demographic, attitudinal, and contextual factors associated with 

willingness to fight. While findings for many variables vary across cases 

or rely on limited samples, several consistent patterns have emerged. The 

most robust is the gender gap, with men typically expressing higher 

willingness to fight than women (e.g., Persson & Widmalm, 2023; Torgler, 

2003b).  

Moreover, despite differences in terminology, national identity, 

nationalism, patriotism, and national pride have consistently emerged as 

strong and stable individual-level correlates of willingness to fight for 
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one’s country (Berglund et al., 2022; Bukkvoll & Steder, 2024; Rostoks & 

Mierina, 2025; Rutkauskas, 2018; Sundberg & Gustavsson, 2025; Wang & 

Eldemerdash, 2023; Wu, 2023). 

At the structural level, economic development has been found to correlate 

negatively with willingness to fight (Andžāns & Sprūds, 2020; Inglehart 

et al., 2015). By contrast, income equality appears to strengthen it. 

Anderson et al. (2020) show that willingness to fight is lower in societies 

with high income inequality: as inequality rises, the wealthy become less 

willing to fight than the poor, whereas in more equal societies these 

differences largely disappear. 

Historical experience also appears to matter. Comparative studies show 

that populations in states that have undergone war—particularly military 

defeat—tend to exhibit lower willingness to fight (Díez-Nicolás, 2010; 

Inglehart, Puranen, & Welzel, 2015). 

The relationship between willingness to fight and security context is also 

clear. Research suggests that threat perception is one of the strongest 

predictors of willingness to fight: fear of war, nearby conflicts and 

territorial disputes all heighten public readiness to defend one’s country 

(Kim, 2020; Listhaug, 1986). Onderco et al. (2024) argue that one reason is 

that when a state faces an immediate aggressor, military engagement is 

more likely to be perceived as a necessary and legitimate response. Since 

the mid-2000s, willingness to fight has also risen in some regions, 

particularly where security concerns are high (Gallup, 2024). At the same 

time, the relationship is not straightforward. The Scandinavian 

countries—Norway, Sweden and Denmark—have consistently reported 

high defence willingness despite historically low perceptions of military 

risk (Inglehart et al., 2015; Listhaug, 1986; Puranen, 2015). Persson and 

Widmalm (2023) moreover find that in Sweden willingness to defend the 

country was not significantly affected by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 7 

Part of this complexity also concerns how willingness is conceptualised 

and measured. Most studies rely on the World Values Survey measure of 

the “will to fight”. In Sweden, Finland and the Baltic states, however, the 

concept of the “will to defend” is more commonly used (Jonsson et al., 

2024; Wither, 2020; Ångström & Ljungkvist, 2024). In these contexts, 

                                                           
7 Persson and Widman’s results, however, rely on the survey question: “In the event of a crisis, I am willing 

to contribute to the military defence”, to capture respondents’ defence willingness. This raises the 

question of how respondents understand the word “crisis” and “contribute to the military defence”. 
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willingness refers more explicitly to defending the homeland in the event 

of attack and may also encompass participation in both civil and military 

defence within a comprehensive whole of society approach to security. As 

Jonsson and Wedebrand (2021a, 2021b) point out, survey questions are 

often ambiguous regarding what such “willingness to defend” or 

“willingness to fight” actually entails. Individual willingness to take up 

arms, for example, may differ from the broader belief that one’s country 

should resist if subjected to an attack. 

Taken together, this previous research has generated extensive insights 

into the historical development, structural conditions, societal 

implications, normative claims and strategic rationales associated with 

conscription and all-volunteer forces. Yet this scholarship has largely 

approached manpower systems either as institutional arrangements to be 

evaluated or as policy outcomes to be explained. It has also often treated 

conscription and all-volunteer forces as relatively fixed and mutually 

exclusive models. What remains underexplored are the processes through 

which governing choices on soldiering are discursively constructed as 

legitimate, contested and stabilised over time, including across evolving 

arrangements that do not fit neatly into binary categories. 

This dissertation addresses that gap by making legitimation itself a central 

object of analysis. It shows that soldiering policies do not become 

legitimate solely because they are operationally effective, normatively 

defensible or publicly supported, but because they are justified in ways 

that render them necessary and appropriate within a given political 

context. More specifically, the dissertation examines how articulated 

security imperatives are reconciled with democratic norms and military 

rationality through evolving discursive practices and how these practices 

both affirm preferred reforms and delegitimise alternatives. 

In doing so, the dissertation also contributes to scholarship on willingness 

to serve by treating willingness not simply as an attitudinal outcome 

captured in surveys, but as a political and normative resource that states 

seek to cultivate, interpret and sustain over time. 

Theoretical contribution: A novel lens  

This dissertation makes a theoretical contribution by bringing legitimacy 

literature, social contract theory and security studies into dialogue in 

order to illuminate the legitimacy of soldiering in a new way. In doing so, 

it develops a framework for understanding the dynamic interplay 
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between articulations of security, military recruitment models, 

perceptions of legitimacy and the role of legitimation. 

The literature on political legitimacy has expanded significantly in recent 

decades, particularly in response to globalisation. Much of this research 

examines the legitimacy and legitimation of governance “above” or 

“beyond” the nation state (e.g., Beetham & Lord, 1998; Bernstein, 2004; 

Bexell, Tallberg & Uhlin, 2010; Clark, 2007; Dingwerth, Schmidtke & 

Weise, 2020; Føllesdal & Hix, 2006; Gronau & Schmidtke, 2016; Held, 2004; 

Keohane, 2006; Lord, 2004; Lord & Magnette, 2004; Lord et al., 2022; 

Schneider, Nullmeier & Hurrelmann, 2007; Scholte & Tallberg, 2018; 

Steffek, 2003; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 2019b). While this scholarship 

highlights the complexities of legitimacy and legitimation in inter and 

transnational governance, legitimation in the national context currently 

receives comparatively less attention. 

A similar pattern is evident in the literature on military legitimacy. Here, 

scholars have primarily examined the legitimacy of the use of force in 

international politics, often through legal or normative lenses. Much of 

this research has relied on just war theory, which addresses the ethical 

dimensions of warfare, including the justification for going to war (jus ad 

bellum), the moral conduct of war (jus in bello) and post-conflict 

responsibilities (jus post bellum) (e.g., Aquinas, 1988; Bjola, 2009; Clark, 

2007; Finnemore, 2005; Norman, 1995; Orend, 2001, 2006; Paskins & 

Dockrill, 1979; Walzer, 1977, 2008). 

Questions related to the legitimacy of soldiering itself have received far 

less attention within this literature (cf. Walzer, 1977). More recently, 

however, scholars have begun to highlight this gap, arguing that military 

legitimacy extends beyond the justification of armed conflict to 

encompass recruitment practices, service conditions and the roles 

assigned to soldiers (Levy, 2021; Pattison, 2011, 2014; Sagdahl, 2018; Stout, 

2016). 

Within political theory and philosophy, scholars have long debated the 

justification of military service and conscription, particularly in relation to 

questions of political obligation, fairness and autonomy. Within social 

contract theory, Hobbes argued in Leviathan that if the survival of the state 

is at risk, individuals have a duty to defend it (Hobbes, 1651). Rousseau 

(1762/1997) likewise saw military service as an essential obligation of 

citizenship, contrasting citizen armies with unreliable mercenaries, 
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whereas Locke (1689/1988), while affirming the duty to defend the 

commonwealth, stressed that military power must be limited to defensive 

purposes and never serve tyranny. 

Late twentieth-century scholarship recast these debates in the context of 

democratic legitimacy. Galston (2003), Sartorius (1981) and Simmons 

(1979) argue that military obligations are conditional on the legitimacy of 

the state itself: citizens may be bound to defend a just and legitimate 

polity, but they are not obliged to serve an unjust one. 

Conscription has in this context also been defended on grounds of fairness 

and burden sharing. On this view, it is a more just way of raising armed 

forces because it distributes the burdens of national defence more 

equitably than an all-volunteer force (Galston, 2003; Sandel, 2018).  

By contrast, others argue that a volunteer force is more compatible with a 

democratic society grounded in individual autonomy and freedom. On 

this view, military service should remain a matter of voluntary choice 

rather than legal compulsion. Thinkers such as D’Amato (1975), Mill 

(1859), Nozick (1974) and Rawls (1971, 1999) emphasise liberty and self-

determination in challenging the legitimacy of compulsory service. 

This scholarship thus approaches the legitimacy of manpower systems 

primarily as a normative question, asking whether and under what 

conditions different forms of military service can be morally justified on 

the basis of obligation, fairness or autonomy. A different but related 

strand of research, found particularly in critical and feminist scholarship, 

shifts attention from whether soldiering is justified in principle to how its 

human costs are politically legitimated in practice. This literature has 

provided powerful critiques of dominant legitimating narratives. 

In the twentieth century, soldiering—whether through conscription or 

voluntary service—was predominantly legitimated through appeals to 

national defence. This discourse has been criticised for portraying death 

in combat as a patriotic and often glorified sacrifice for the greater good 

of the nation, thereby obscuring the immense human suffering war 

entails, both on and beyond the battlefield (Baggiarini, 2015; Mosse, 1990). 

Critical and feminist scholarship has further shown how such narratives 

draw on gendered constructions of protection and duty (Danilova, 2015a, 

2015b; Frisk, 2017; Wendt & Åse, 2016; Åse & Wendt, 2019). 
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Research has also examined whether and how these legitimating 

narratives have changed over time as military tasks have shifted away 

from territorial defence towards so-called “post national” or “new wars”. 

Some scholars argue that soldiering in Western states has become 

increasingly detached from collective and nationalist identities, with 

military service framed in more individualistic terms that emphasise 

personal choice, career opportunities and self realisation (Hedetoft, 2009; 

King, 2010; Zehfuss, 2009). Related research suggests that military 

interventions beyond national borders have increasingly been justified by 

reference to universal values such as human rights, democracy and 

gender equality (Barkawi, 2004; Bergman Rosamond, 2013; Chandler, 

2006; Duffield, 2007; Duncanson, 2013; Kaldor et al., 2007; Kronsell, 2012; 

Münkler, 2005). At the same time, some scholars contend that soldiering 

and military losses remain deeply embedded in national discourse and 

that traditional legitimating narratives of patriotic sacrifice continue to 

shape justifications for soldiering (Martinsen, 2013; Åse & Wendt, 2019). 

Taken together, these literatures illuminate important but largely separate 

dimensions of military legitimacy: normative arguments about obligation, 

fairness and autonomy; critiques of how sacrifice is politically justified; 

and security studies accounts of how threats are constructed and 

extraordinary measures are legitimated. What remains missing is a 

framework for understanding how soldiering policies become legitimate 

within democratic societies through the interaction of security discourse, 

state–citizen relations and legitimacy beliefs. 

This dissertation addresses that gap by bringing social contract theory, 

securitisation theory and sociological legitimacy theory into dialogue. In 

doing so, it develops an analytical lens for examining how governing 

choices on soldiering are legitimated as security imperatives are 

rearticulated and as state–citizen obligations are renegotiated. The 

dissertation thus shifts attention from abstract moral justification alone to 

the historically situated, discursive processes through which soldiering 

policies are rendered acceptable. 

More specifically, the dissertation advances the concept of the security 

contract as a way of theorising how obligations to protect and obligations 

to serve are continually negotiated within democratic political 

communities. This framework conceptualises legitimacy as relational and 

dynamic, yet normatively bounded: legitimacy concerns not only public 

acceptance of authority but also the contested boundaries of what can be 



26 

 

demanded in the name of security. In this way, the dissertation provides 

a legitimation-centred framework for understanding how soldiering 

becomes not only legally possible but also socially sustainable in 

democratic societies. 

Empirical contribution: Longitudinal analysis of Sweden’s 

soldiering system, 1992–2024 

This dissertation makes an empirical contribution by providing the first 

comprehensive longitudinal analysis of how Sweden’s soldiering system 

has been legitimated in policy texts between 1992 and 2024. While a 

substantial body of research has examined the transformation of Swedish 

security and defence policy and changes in military recruitment, these 

literatures have often developed in parallel. Existing work has tended 

either to focus on the strategic and geopolitical evolution of Sweden’s 

defence policy or on the institutional and societal dimensions of 

recruitment reform, with limited attention to how these domains intersect 

and co-evolve. This dissertation addresses that gap by linking 

transformations in military manpower systems to broader security 

discourses and to the justificatory logics through which reform is 

rendered politically acceptable. 

Existing research has examined the strategic dimension of Swedish 

security and defence policy in considerable depth. A long standing body 

of scholarship has explored Sweden’s neutrality doctrine, originally 

established under King Karl XIV Johan in 1810, and emphasised its 

centrality to national identity throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries (Agrell, 1991; Andrén, 1984; Brommesson et al., 2022; Huldt & 

Andrén, 1986). This doctrine was upheld through policies of military non 

alignment and limited participation in international organisations that 

might compromise Sweden’s perceived independence (Agrell, 1991; 

Czarny, 2018). At the same time, scholars have highlighted important 

contradictions within this policy, revealing a pragmatic flexibility beneath 

the surface of formal neutrality (Agrell, 1991, 2000a, 2000b, 2011; Huldt & 

Andrén, 1986).8 

A key component of the neutrality strategy was the Total Defence 

(Totalförsvaret) approach. This defence concept was established in the 

                                                           
8 During the Second World War, Sweden permitted German troop transits through its territory, and 

during the Cold War it engaged in covert military cooperation with NATO and Western powers (Agrell, 

1991, 2000a, 2000b, 2011; Huldt & Andrén, 1986). 
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early twentieth century and fully developed during the Cold War. It was 

designed to support Sweden’s neutrality strategy by maintaining a robust 

and independent territorial defence. It integrated military and civilian 

sectors in order to ensure national defence and societal resilience during 

major international military crises (Berndtsson et al., 2023; Wither, 2020; 

Ångström & Ljungkvist, 2024). While the armed forces were responsible 

for repelling attacks, civil defence focused on enabling rapid mobilisation 

and the maintenance of essential societal functions in times of war or 

heightened alert. In Sweden, civil defence is not a single organisation but 

rather consists of a broad network of actors, including government 

agencies, municipalities, private companies and non-governmental 

organisations.  

The Total Defence framework imposed extensive legal duties on nearly all 

societal actors. During the Second World War, mandatory defence 

training was introduced in Swedish secondary schools to prepare students 

for national mobilisation. The initiative was aimed at fostering national 

sentiment and commitment to defending the country (E. Larsson, 2019). 

Sebastian Larsson (2020) describes how Sweden’s defence approach both 

presupposed and fostered a collective mindset and a culture of voluntary 

civilian participation. In this context, two culturally significant concepts—

folkförankring (“anchorage in the population”) and försvarsvilja (“defence 

will”)—have been central to Swedish defence discourse. Yet their precise 

meanings and effects remain ambiguous (Deverell et al., 2015; Leander, 

2004, 2006; Larsson, S., 2020; SOU 2016:63; Wedebrand & Jonsson, 2021a, 

2021b). 

The end of the Cold War initiated a gradual but far reaching reorientation 

of Swedish defence policy. Sweden moved from strict neutrality towards 

deeper cooperation with European and transatlantic institutions. This 

shift was accompanied by a broadening of Sweden’s security agenda, 

significant budget cuts, reductions in national defence capacity and a 

move away from the Total Defence model towards expeditionary forces 

for international operations (Agrell, 2000a, 2000b; Bjereld et al., 2008; Britz 

& Westberg, 2015; Edström & Gyllensporre, 2014b; Engelbrekt et al., 2015; 

Holmberg, 2016; Kronvall & Petersson, 2012; Rieker et al., 2014; Westberg, 

2023; Wieslander, 2022). After Russia’s full scale invasion of Ukraine in 

2022, Sweden reversed course: defence spending increased rapidly, the 

Total Defence approach was relaunched and Sweden applied for NATO 

membership (Westberg, 2023). 
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This research has provided valuable insights into Sweden’s evolving 

security doctrine, strategic reorientation and broader defence 

transformations. However, the military manpower model has often been 

examined in a partly separate strand of scholarship.  

Male conscription was introduced in 1901 and profoundly shaped the 

relationship between state and citizen. As several scholars have discussed, 

universal conscription was closely tied to the expansion of male suffrage. 

The slogan “one man, one vote, one rifle” captured the political bargain 

through which political rights were linked to military obligations. This 

connection was institutionalised between 1909 and 1922 through the so-

called värnpliktsstreck, which made men’s voting rights in elections to the 

Second Chamber conditional on the fulfilment of conscription duties 

(Agrell, 2016; Ahlbäck & Sundevall, 2021; Leander, 2006; Sundevall, 2011). 

Scholars have shown that conscription functioned not only as a 

recruitment mechanism but also as a deeply political institution, tied to 

ideas of civic duty, democratic participation and national cohesion 

(Dahlström & Söderberg, 2002; Ericson, 1999; Rehn, 1999; Wollinger, 

2000). It was widely portrayed as an expression of loyalty to the state and 

often described both as the primary civic obligation and as an honourable 

service rather than a burden (Granström, 2002).  

Beyond its military function, conscription was also understood as 

fostering social integration and moral formation, and as playing a 

formative role in young men’s transition to adulthood and citizenship 

(Leander, 2004; Rudberg, 2014; Ångström, 2016). Women’s participation 

in national defence, and their exclusion from combat roles, also formed an 

important part of this history. Sundevall (2011) and Persson (2011) show 

that women were historically assigned auxiliary roles in civil defence, 

framed as feminine equivalents to men’s combat duties (see also E. 

Larsson, 2019). Gradual reforms expanded women’s opportunities, 

culminating in 1989, when they gained access to all military positions, and 

in 1995, when women who applied became eligible to complete 

conscription training on the same formal terms as men, without yet being 

placed under the same legal obligation to undergo mustering. 

The post–Cold War era saw the gradual erosion of the universal 

conscription model. After decades of incremental change, Sweden 

suspended peacetime conscription in 2010, introduced gender-neutral 
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legal provisions and moved to an all-volunteer force. Leander (2006) 

argues that the vagueness and malleability of conscription’s perceived 

virtues helped sustain broad consensus around the institution but also 

made it adaptable to reinterpretations that ultimately enabled reform. 

Lindberg (2019) contends that repeated reform efforts intended to 

preserve conscription paradoxically eroded its foundations. 

Strand (2021) interprets the shift to an AVF as reflecting broader neoliberal 

governance trends, in which the soldier was reframed from citizen 

defender to “enterprising soldier” and military service was promoted as 

an individualised career opportunity. In later work, Strand (2024) 

examines the reactivation of conscription in 2017, showing how it was 

reimagined as a modern, inclusive and gender neutral system intended to 

balance civic duty with choice. Persson and Sundevall (2019) show that 

gender neutrality played a subordinate role in the 2010 reform debate. 

Despite the significance of the reform, it attracted limited parliamentary 

and media attention, which Persson and Sundevall (2019) interpret in 

relation to its inclusion in the broader and more controversial deactivation 

of peacetime conscription. Once adopted, the reform enabled the rapid 

reactivation of gender neutral conscription in 2017 without requiring a 

new parliamentary decision. 

Taken together, this body of research offers valuable insights into the 

evolution of Sweden’s security and defence strategy as well as its 

soldiering system. Yet research on Sweden’s defence strategy and on its 

manpower model has largely developed in parallel, and studies of 

manpower reform have often focused on discrete institutional changes in 

relative isolation. What remains missing is a systematic longitudinal 

account of how changing articulations of security and changing forms of 

soldiering were linked through processes of legitimation. 

The dissertation makes an empirical contribution by providing the first 

comprehensive longitudinal analysis of how Sweden’s soldiering system 

was legitimated in policy texts between 1992 and 2024. Tracing Sweden’s 

development from mass conscription through an increasingly selective 

conscription system and an all-volunteer phase to today’s hybrid 

manpower model based on gender neutral duty, it shows how changing 

articulations of security and shifting legitimacy demands repeatedly 

reconfigured the meaning and practice of soldiering. In doing so, it 

demonstrates how legal obligation, civic appeals and material incentives 
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were recombined over time in efforts to reconcile military effectiveness 

with democratic legitimacy. 

Spanning more than three decades of institutional and discursive 

transformation, the dissertation examines how the meanings ascribed to 

soldiering shifted in relation to changing articulations of security and how 

these shifts were used to render reforms intelligible, necessary and 

acceptable. In doing so, it also responds to recurring calls in the literature 

for more empirically grounded and theoretically nuanced analyses that 

move beyond the binary distinction between conscription and all-

volunteer forces (Haltiner, 1998; Joenniemi, 2017a, 2017b; Jonsson et al., 

2024; Sagdahl, 2018; Simon & Abdel-Moneim, 2011; Toronto & Cohn, 

2020). Rather than treating these as fixed and mutually exclusive models, 

the Swedish case shows how different elements of legal obligation, 

voluntarism and professional service were combined, suspended, 

preserved and reactivated over time. Soldiering systems, the analysis 

shows, are therefore better understood as evolving and interdependent 

configurations than as stable institutional types. 

By covering the period from the post-Cold War drawdown to the 

reactivation of conscription in 2017 and Sweden’s NATO membership in 

2024, the dissertation provides the first systematic account of how 

Sweden’s soldiering system was discursively redefined and made 

politically workable across major institutional transformations. It thereby 

offers new empirical insight into the evolving relationship between the 

state and its citizens in the governance of military service and into how 

democratic states adapt manpower systems under changing security 

conditions without severing their legitimacy ties to the population. 

Taken together, the Swedish case shows how soldiering policies are made 

politically workable through evolving discursive efforts to reconcile 

collective security demands with democratic norms, military rationality 

and public acceptability. 

The final section of this introductory chapter provides an outline of the 

thesis and previews the progression of the chapters that follow. 

  



31 

 

Outline of the thesis  

After this introductory chapter, the dissertation is organised into seven 

further chapters. Chapter 2 develops the theoretical framework for 

analysing the legitimation of soldiering in democratic societies. It 

addresses the enduring tension between national security and democratic 

principles by bringing into dialogue three strands of literature: Hobbesian 

social contract theory, securitisation theory and research on political 

legitimacy. Together, these perspectives ground the concept of the 

security contract—an evolving state–citizen relationship in the security 

domain in which soldiering is a central element. 

Chapter 3 presents the dissertation’s methodological approach and 

analytical design. It explains how the study combines interpretive textual 

policy analysis with a focus on discursive (de)legitimation in order to 

examine how governing choices on soldiering are rendered intelligible, 

appropriate and acceptable in policy texts. The chapter then 

operationalises the overarching research question by specifying the 

analytical dimensions and sub-questions that guide the empirical 

investigation: how security is articulated as a policy problem, how 

soldiering policy develops and is legitimated and how these processes 

together illuminate continuity and change in the security contract. Finally, 

the chapter presents the empirical material and justifies the periodisation 

and structure of the four empirical chapters. 

Chapters 4–7 present the empirical investigation in chronological order 

and are organised around four key turning points in Sweden’s soldiering 

policy. This periodisation is motivated by the fact that each period 

corresponds to a major reconfiguration of the manpower system and thus 

marks a renegotiation of the security contract—moments at which 

legitimation can be expected to be particularly salient. Each chapter traces 

how security is rearticulated as a policy problem, identifies the key 

governing choices concerning the design of the manpower system and 

analyses how these choices are legitimated in authoritative policy texts. 

Chapter 4 (1992–1998) analyses the shift from universal male conscription 

to partial conscription. It shows how broader articulations of security after 

the Cold War helped legitimate reduced military intake, the 

reorganisation of military and civil obligations under the 1995 Total 

Defence Duty Act and the limited opening of military service to women. 

At the same time, the chapter highlights how key boundaries were 
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maintained, including the continued voluntariness of service abroad and 

limits on the domestic use of military force. 

Chapter 5 (1999–2008) examines the period of “modernised duty,” during 

which Sweden moved away from invasion defence, deepened 

international security cooperation and departed from its long standing 

strategic neutrality. It shows how increasingly selective conscription was 

reformed and legitimated through proportionality and effectiveness, 

while still being articulated as the backbone of national defence. The 

chapter also analyses how rearticulated security provided the basis for 

limited compulsory training abroad and for a cautious professionalisation 

of the force, as Sweden began employing a small number of soldiers. At 

the same time, key boundaries were maintained: compulsory service was 

not to be extended to international missions or peacetime societal security 

tasks, and proposals to introduce gender neutral duty were rejected. 

Chapter 6 (2009–2012) analyses Sweden’s security and soldiering policy 

during the period in which conscription was suspended and the country 

transitioned to an all-volunteer force (AVF). In 2009, conscription was 

placed in a dormant state, to be reactivated only in times of national need. 

It was also decided that, if reintroduced, military duty would apply on a 

gender-neutral basis. In its place, a personnel system based entirely on 

voluntary recruitment was established. The chapter shows how security 

in this period was articulated as evolving, borderless and increasingly 

complex, while renewed tensions in Sweden’s vicinity and closer 

international cooperation reshaped defence planning. The organisational 

separation between national defence units and international task forces 

was abolished. This rearticulation of security provided the basis on which 

both the suspension of conscription and the introduction of the AVF were 

legitimated. Conscription was presented as no longer necessary for 

national defence, as difficult to reconcile with individual rights and as 

inefficient under contemporary security conditions. Its dormant retention 

was justified as a precautionary safeguard, while the future introduction 

of gender neutral duty was justified primarily on military grounds rather 

than through appeals to equality. By contrast, the AVF was legitimated as 

a more appropriate and cost effective model for meeting Sweden’s 

contemporary security demands. Its design—with OR-rank9 soldiers 

serving on fixed-term contracts—was justified as aligned with service 

members’ own interests in limited term service given the risks of missions 

                                                           
9 Term used to refer to all ranks below officers. 
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abroad, as consistent with the state’s responsibility to safeguard the 

physical and psychological wellbeing of its personnel and as more 

economically sustainable. 

Chapter 7 (2013–2024) analyses Sweden’s security and soldiering policy 

during the period that saw the introduction and development of a hybrid 

manpower model combining gender-neutral conscription with employed 

soldiers. This period marked a sharp reversal in defence policy as 

traditional military threats re-emerged and the overriding priority became 

the rapid reinforcement of national defence capacity. After decades of 

downscaling, Sweden embarked on its largest rearmament effort since the 

Cold War, culminating in a historic shift in its security posture with 

accession to NATO in 2024. The chapter shows how the reactivation of 

conscription was legitimated both as a necessary response to renewed 

external military threats and as a corrective to the shortcomings of the all-

volunteer force, which had failed to recruit and retain sufficient personnel. 

Selection based on willingness to serve, combined with gender neutral 

criteria, was emphasised as a way to distribute the burden of compulsory 

service fairly while limiting coercion. At the same time, selective intake 

was also legitimated as cost effective. Rather than restoring the traditional 

conscription model, Sweden introduced a hybrid staffing system 

combining professional soldiers with conscripts. This model was 

legitimated as providing depth and resilience through conscripts, and 

continuity, readiness and specialist competence through employed 

personnel. The chapter also examines how military obligations were 

expanded in connection with deepening international cooperation and 

NATO membership, and how the “will to defend” was articulated as 

central to Total Defence and to the acceptance of both military and civil 

obligations. 

Chapter 8 presents the dissertation’s concluding reflections and main 

findings. It synthesises the key insights from the empirical analysis and 

revisits the overarching research question by showing how governing 

choices on soldiering in Sweden were legitimated over time and how these 

processes contributed to the evolution of the security contract. The chapter 

draws out the dissertation’s thematic, theoretical and empirical 

contributions, with particular attention to the articulation of security, the 

discursive processes through which soldiering policy was legitimated and 

stabilised and the broader implications of Sweden’s trajectory for 

contemporary debates on democratic security governance. Finally, it 
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reflects on the evolving design of manpower systems in democratic 

societies, especially the role of public willingness to serve in navigating 

the enduring tensions between coercion, choice and legitimacy, and 

identifies directions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical 

framework 
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[T]he soldier is the state. The soldier is the personification, the sign, the 

representation of the state; its arm, its agent of violence, the tip of the spear, the 

means by which the state comes into being, is maintained, and continues to be.  

Soldiers represent the imagined community of the state in living, active form; 

they are homogenized into a single identity of the state, and represent this 

imagined ideal of homogenization. (Bickford, 2011: p. 3) 

Introduction 

This dissertation engages with how democratic states legitimate 

governing choices on soldiering. This chapter develops the theoretical 

framework for analysing how soldiering is rendered possible, acceptable 

and legitimate in democratic societies over time. It does so by bringing 

together three interconnected theoretical perspectives: social contract 

theory, securitisation theory and political legitimacy literature. 

Synthesised into a single analytical framework, these perspectives offer a 

novel lens for analysing how soldiering policies are justified, contested 

and sustained as legitimate forms of democratic governance.  

The chapter begins with Thomas Hobbes and his account of the social 

contract. Hobbes is a useful starting point because his theory captures the 

double edged character of security that remains central to state–citizen 

relations in the domain of soldiering: security is both a promise that 

legitimates political authority and the rationale through which 

individuals may be asked to surrender fundamental freedoms in exchange 

for protection (Hobbes, 1651). The chapter then turns to theoretical 

perspectives that problematise security discourse and, in particular, the 

implications of Hobbesian reasoning within democratic societies. Central 

here is securitisation theory. From a constructivist perspective, 

securitisation theory shows how the understanding of security is not 

simply given but articulated in historically and politically specific ways. 

It therefore helps explain how particular constructions of insecurity make 

certain governing practices appear necessary, acceptable and legitimate, 

including the exceptional obligations involved in soldiering (Buzan et al., 

1998; Wæver, 1995a, 1995b). 

However, securitisation theory is primarily concerned with how issues are 

articulated as security problems and linked to extraordinary measures as 

necessary and intelligible responses. While this is central to 

understanding the political force of security discourse, securitisation 

theory is less well equipped to analyse how policy change becomes 

politically possible, socially acceptable and sustained as legitimate in 
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concrete empirical settings. In particular, it offers fewer tools for 

examining how the social acceptance required for implementing 

extraordinary measures in a democracy is built, maintained or 

transformed over time. 

The chapter therefore then turns to contemporary political legitimacy 

theory, and particularly sociological legitimacy theory, in order to 

conceptualise the social acceptance that securitisation theory tends to 

assume rather than examine in depth. The sociological legitimacy theory 

is concerned with legitimacy as a social fact grounded in beliefs about 

rightful governance, and with legitimation and delegitimation as 

processes through which such beliefs are built, maintained, challenged or 

transformed. It is therefore central to understanding why citizens in 

democratic societies may voluntarily comply with state demands, even 

when those demands involve substantial personal sacrifice, including 

military service. 

Bringing these theoretical perspectives together provides an analytical 

lens for examining how changing soldiering policies in democratic 

societies are justified, rendered publicly acceptable and sustained as 

legitimate, and how these processes contribute to the evolution of the 

security contract. 

The arguments outlined above are developed in greater depth in this 

chapter, which unfolds in four main sections. The first examines Hobbes’s 

social contract theory and its enduring influence on conventional 

conceptions of security and state authority. The second engages with 

perspectives that problematise security discourse, highlighting critiques 

of Hobbesian security logic and their implications for democratic 

governance. The third turns to political legitimacy literature, with a 

particular focus on discursive legitimation and delegitimation as 

processes through which extraordinary security measures, including 

soldiering, are rendered acceptable in democratic societies. The fourth 

draws these theoretical insights together into a conceptual framework 

centred on the notion of the security contract: a metaphor for the evolving 

relationship between the state and its citizens in the domain of security. 

This synthesis provides the foundation for the next chapter, which 

operationalises the framework and introduces the analytical questions 

guiding the empirical investigation. 
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Hobbes’s social contract and its influence on contemporary 
understandings of security 

The connection between power and security has, in both theory and 

practice, deep historical roots. In this context, the reasoning of the English 

political philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) has been especially 

influential in traditional understandings of security, insecurity and the 

relationship between the state and its citizens. Hobbes understood 

security as existential, a matter of survival. Security was therefore not 

simply one political value among others, but the condition upon which 

sociable and civilised life depends. Without security, the possibility of 

ordered political life is fundamentally undermined. 

Hobbes further argued that only a sovereign authority with sufficient 

coercive power can provide genuine security. To arrive at this conclusion, 

Hobbes invites us to consider what life would be like in the absence of a 

strong central authority. Hobbes calls this condition the “state of nature” 

and describes it as a state of war of all against all: 

Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every 

man is enemy to every man, the same consequent to the time 

wherein men live without other security than what their own 

strength and their own invention shall furnish them withal. In such 

condition there is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is 

uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, 

nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no 

commodious building; no instruments of moving and removing 

such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the 

earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which 

is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the 

life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. (Hobbes, 1651, 

Part I, Ch. 13)  

In this passage, the state of nature is marked not merely by insecurity, but 

by the collapse of the social, economic and political conditions that make 

collective life possible.  

Hobbes’s thought experiment is intended to demonstrate that it is rational 

and in the individual’s interest to exchange a measure of liberty for 

security and order by collectively authorising a sovereign. The social 

contract thus establishes a reciprocal relationship: the sovereign provides 

protection, while subjects owe obedience to political authority. 
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Hobbes does not, however, portray this bargain as benign or free from 

danger. The very metaphor he chooses for the state—Leviathan, a 

formidable sea creature drawn from biblical and mythological imagery—

underscores the coercive and potentially threatening character of 

sovereign power (Wallace, 1948). Hobbes's argument is that even a 

powerful and potentially oppressive sovereign is preferable to the greater 

insecurity of life without a common authority. The force of the comparison 

therefore lies in the contrast between the dangers associated with 

sovereign rule and the still greater dangers of conflict and violent death in 

the state of nature (Hobbes, 2008, Chapter XIII). The potency of Hobbes’s 

imagery lies precisely in the clarity with which it expresses this dilemma 

(Buzan 1991, p. 51). 

Social contract theory has been highly influential, but it has also been 

subject to extensive critique and contestation. One important critique 

concerns a central claim of the contractarian tradition, associated with 

Hobbes and developed in different ways by Locke (1689/1988), Rousseau 

(1762/1997) and Kant (1793/1996b, 1797/1996a): that legitimate political 

authority can be justified by reference to the consent, agreement or united 

will of those subject to it. Critics have challenged this account on several 

grounds, arguing that it is far removed from both the historical emergence 

of the state system and the functioning of contemporary political orders 

(Wellman, 1996). Historically, states have seldom been established 

through consent alone; more often, they have emerged through conquest, 

coercion, and violence (Tilly, 1975).10 

Feminist and critical race scholars have extended this critique in a related 

direction. Whereas contract theory imagines a universal agreement 

among equals, Pateman (1988), Mills (1997), and others argue that this 

image is deeply misleading. Rather than describing a neutral foundation 

for political authority, the social contract rests on an idealised liberal 

conception of the individual and presents voluntary agreement in ways 

that depoliticise and obscure existing structures of domination, 

                                                           
10 This point is most compellingly developed by the sociologist and historian Charles Tilly, who 

demonstrated that modern European nation-states emerged through processes of coercion and 

exploitation in which both external and internal rivals were systematically eliminated. Rather than a 

protector arising from voluntary agreement, Tilly characterises the state as closer to a protection racket, 

an entity that creates the very threats it then claims to defend against (Tilly, 1975, 1985). 
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particularly those organised around gender and race (see also Di Stefano, 

1991; Held, 1993). 

There has thus never been a literal or formal contract that free individuals 

consciously agree to upon entering a relationship with the state. Yet this 

does not mean that the social contract has no analytical value. Margaret 

Levi has suggested that individuals who willingly comply with governing 

demands may be understood as exhibiting a form of “behavioural 

consent” to the social contract (Levi, 1988, 1996). Such consent, however, 

should not be understood as establishing legitimacy once and for all. 

Rather, the reciprocal relationship between state and citizen is dynamic: it 

is continuously maintained, renegotiated, and rearticulated as societal 

values, political conditions, and governing demands shift over time. 

Building on these insights, this dissertation does not treat the social 

contract as either a literal account of consent or a static agreement. Rather, 

it uses the social contract as an analytical metaphor for the reciprocal 

relationship between state and citizen: a relationship constituted by 

evolving expectations, obligations, and legitimating claims. This dynamic 

understanding is particularly important in relation to security and 

defence. The contemporary state extends far beyond the protective 

function emphasised by Hobbes: it provides public goods, services, and 

mechanisms of redistribution, while also imposing a wide range of 

obligations on citizens through rules, taxation, and public duties. Yet 

security remains central to the state–citizen relationship. In contemporary 

Western societies, the state is still commonly understood as the primary 

guarantor of public safety and national defence, and in matters of security 

the sacrifices demanded of citizens can be especially far-reaching. Security 

and defence policy therefore provide a particularly important site for 

examining how the terms of the social contract are redefined over time, 

including how expectations of both the state and its citizens are altered 

through changing governing choices on soldiering. 

Having established the value of the social contract as a metaphor for the 

evolving relationship between state and citizen, the chapter now shifts to 

the question of how security itself is constructed and politically mobilised. 

This requires a theoretical perspective capable of examining how 

perceptions of security, and the measures they are seen to justify, 

transform over time. Securitisation theory is central in this regard, as it 

problematises state-centred and existential understandings of security 
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associated with Hobbesian social contract theory. It illuminates how 

constructions of insecurity are entangled with relations of power, and how 

particular measures come to appear necessary, appropriate, and 

legitimate in democratic societies. 

Security and problematisation of the protection discourse  

A key motivation for this project builds on arguments from securitisation 

theory. The concept of securitisation was initially developed by Ole 

Wæver (1995a, 1995b) and later refined and expanded in collaboration 

with Barry Buzan and Jaap de Wilde, along with other scholars associated 

with the Copenhagen School (Buzan et al., 1998). Securitisation theory 

starts from the observation that when a community perceives an issue as 

a security concern, it may justify extraordinary measures that would 

otherwise not be regarded as legitimate. 

Securitisation theory is influenced by Hobbes’s work. Crucially, however, 

this perspective encourages scrutiny of contemporary security discourse 

precisely because it draws on a powerful Hobbesian logic that can be 

problematic in democratic societies. When security is articulated as a 

matter of existential threat and necessary protection, it may legitimise 

exceptional state powers, narrow the space for political contestation, and 

render far-reaching individual burdens acceptable in the name of 

collective security (Buzan et al., 1998; Buzan & Wæver, 2020; Neocleous, 

2000, 2008; Wæver, 2011, 2015). 

Hobbes’s primary concern in Leviathan (1651) was domestic security: the 

prevention of civil war and internal discord and although he offered only 

limited commentary on relations between states, his reasoning later 

became foundational to influential understandings of security in 

international relations (Crawford, 1991; Korab-Karpowicz, 2018).  

When Hobbesian logic was extended to the international realm, states 

came to be understood as occupying a position analogous to that of 

individuals in the state of nature. Just as individuals without a common 

authority were exposed to the permanent possibility of conflict, states 

were understood as operating within an anarchic international system in 

which no superior authority could guarantee their protection 

(Morgenthau, 1948, 1955). Waltz captures this internationalised form of 

the Hobbesian trade-off succinctly: 
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States, like people, are insecure in proportion to the extent of their 

freedom. If freedom is wanted, insecurity must be accepted. (Waltz 

1979 p. 112) 

The Hobbesian influence is most explicitly associated with the realist 

tradition, from the classical realism of Carr (1939) and Morgenthau (1948, 

1955) to the structural realism of Waltz (1975, 1979/2010). Yet liberalism, 

traditionally often presented as realism’s principal theoretical alternative, 

also retains important elements of the Hobbesian premises. Although 

liberal theories are more optimistic about the possibilities for cooperation 

and institutional restraint, both traditions ultimately approach security as 

a problem of protecting the state within an international order in which 

external threats and the potential for violence persist (Keohane, 1984; 

Moravcsik, 1997). 

Given the dominant position of these perspectives for much of the 

twentieth century, security was understood primarily as a problem of war 

and peace between states (Buzan & Hansen, 2009). Following the end of 

the Cold War, however, this state-centred understanding came under 

sustained challenge, as scholars increasingly exposed the limitations of 

security as traditionally conceived. 

One important criticism of the traditional conception of security is that it 

obscures the tension between national or state security and individual 

security (Beitz, 1979; Bourne, 2013; Bull, 1977, 1981; Milner, 1991; Singh & 

Nunes, 2016; M. C. Williams, 1996, 2005). A consistent thread running 

through Hobbes’s political philosophy is that the legitimacy of sovereign 

power, and the corresponding obligation to obey, is conditional upon the 

sovereign’s ability to provide protection. If the sovereign fails in this 

function, or actively endangers the lives of its subjects, the duty to obey 

ceases and resistance may be justified. Yet in conventional security 

thinking, the Hobbesian emphasis on survival and protection is often 

translated into a state-centred concern with national security, while less 

attention is paid to the contractual condition that makes sovereign 

authority legitimate in Hobbes’s account: the sovereign’s primary 

obligation to protect the individual. It is often assumed rather than 

examined that securing the state means protecting the individual. This 

creates a profound tension when applied to military service, where the 

state requires some citizens to risk their lives on its behalf. 
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Soldiering thus illustrates that individual security and state security do 

not always coincide. Hobbes’s own views on military service are debated, 

and his reasoning varies across texts (Baumgold, 1983; Walzer, 1970). On 

the one hand, Hobbes conceives of the defence of the commonwealth as a 

collective duty binding on all when its survival is at stake. On the other 

hand, he allows for individual exceptions to this duty. Fear, or what he 

describes as “feminine courage,” may excuse a soldier from combat, as 

may the lawful provision of a substitute (Hobbes, 2008, Ch. 21). Women 

are also treated as exempt from such dangerous military obligations. 

These exceptions reveal the limits of Hobbes’s conception of collective 

duty and, more importantly for the present argument, expose the fault 

lines between what the state demands and what it can legitimately require 

of individuals whose survival it simultaneously claims to protect. 

In contrast to traditional perspectives such as realism and liberalism, 

securitisation theory adopts a constructivist approach to the study of 

security. It emphasises that understandings of security are historically 

contingent and socially constructed, rather than inevitable consequences 

of human nature or essential features of world politics. What security “is,” 

how it should be provided, and what it is perceived to legitimise are 

therefore understood as continuously evolving and changeable (Buzan et 

al., 1998). From a securitisation perspective, this matter because the 

articulation of an issue as security can authorise exceptional forms of 

political action.  

 [The] special nature of security threats justifies the use of 

extraordinary measures to handle them. The invocation of security 

has been the key to legitimizing the use of force, but more generally 

it has opened the way for the state to mobilize, or to take special 

powers, to handle existential threats. (Buzan et al. 1998, p. 21) 

In their seminal framework for analysing security, Buzan, Wæver, and de 

Wilde therefore define security as something perceived as sufficiently 

important to justify the use of extraordinary measures that would 

otherwise not be regarded as legitimate (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 21; see also 

Wæver, 1995a, 1995b). 

Conscription is one of the examples Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde give to 

show how security may justify extraordinary measures. Others include 

focusing society’s energy and resources on a specific task, levying extra 



44 

 

taxes, and placing limitations on otherwise inviolable rights (Buzan et al., 

1998, p. 24). Since its inception, securitisation theory has been applied 

across a wide range of issue areas, including immigration, health, climate, 

political dissidence, counterterrorism, and economic and financial crises 

(Abrahamsen, 2005; Aradau & van Munster, 2007; Balzacq, 2005; Bigo, 

2002; Bourbeau, 2011; Cavelty & Kristensen, 2008; Corry, 2011; de Goede, 

2012; Elbe, 2006; Hanrieder & Kreuder-Sonnen, 2014; Hansen & 

Nissenbaum, 2009; Huysmans, 1995; McDonald, 2011, 2012; Wenham, 

2019). Yet while conscription is mentioned as an example of an 

extraordinary measure, the securitisation literature has paid 

comparatively little sustained attention to soldiering as a broader field of 

governance. 

Soldiering, whether organised through conscription or employment 

contracts, is among the most direct and consequential security measures 

available to the state. However, different articulations of security can 

make different soldiering policy solutions appear necessary, appropriate, 

and legitimate. How insecurity is articulated, what is to be protected, from 

what, and by what means, underpins arguments about the design of 

soldiering policy: the size of the force, how soldiers should be recruited, 

trained, and deployed, and who should serve, when, for how long, and 

under what conditions. These choices, in turn, have critical implications 

for the population and for the social contract within the state. 

Unlike many traditional approaches to security, securitisation theory does 

not assume that security is inherently positive or desirable, nor that more 

security is necessarily better (Buzan et al., 1998; Côté, 2016; Taureck, 2006; 

Wæver, 1989, 1995, 2014). Rather, it problematises security discourse by 

treating security not as a neutral condition, but as an inherently political 

and politically consequential claim embedded in relations of power. 

To study securitisation is to study the power politics of a concept. 

(Buzan et al. 1998 p. 32) 

The Copenhagen School defines securitisation as a process in which a 

securitising actor presents an issue as an existential threat to a referent 

object and succeeds in convincing a relevant audience that extraordinary 

measures are justified in order to protect it (Buzan et al., 1998). 

Securitisation is therefore dependent on power. The securitising actor 

must have the authority, capacity, and means to speak about threats in 
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ways that are socially and politically recognised, to be heard by a relevant 

audience, and to enable the implementation of exceptional measures. 

Governing actors possess particular influence in this regard because they 

occupy widely acknowledged roles as authoritative speakers on matters 

of security (Buzan et al., 1998, pp. 31–33; Buzan & Hansen, 2009, pp. 212–

213; Hansen, 2000; Taureck, 2006, p. 54). 

Securitisation is also understood as a form of de-democratisation, insofar 

as it presents an issue as being above ordinary politics or as requiring a 

more exceptional and potentially authoritarian mode of political decision-

making. Extraordinary measures, in this sense, involve moving beyond 

otherwise binding rules, procedures, or political constraints. Security 

discourse positions an issue as a matter of urgent and collective concern, 

around which opposition may be portrayed as illegitimate or 

irresponsible. It often implies that the issue must take priority over other 

concerns and may justify the mobilisation of additional resources, special 

powers, and forceful action (Buzan et al., 1998, pp. 21–29; see also Baldwin, 

1997). Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde are clear that invoking security comes 

at a cost to other democratic values, arguing that “one has to weigh the 

always problematic side effects of applying a mind-set of security against 

the possible advantages of focus, attention, and mobilization” (Buzan et 

al., 1998, p. 29). 

For these reasons, desecuritisation is generally treated within the 

Copenhagen School as politically preferable to securitisation (Buzan et al., 

1998, p. 4; Buzan & Hansen, 2009; Wæver, 1995a, 1995b, 1999) and a central 

difficulty concerns where the boundary between security and ordinary 

politics should be drawn. This difficulty becomes especially important 

when the meaning of security itself changes, since expanding 

understandings of insecurity may allow new issues to be treated as urgent, 

exceptional, and politically overriding. As Buzan argues, the question is 

when a concern ceases to merit the urgency of the “security” label, which 

marks threats as significant enough to warrant emergency action and 

exceptional measures, including the use of force, and instead becomes part 

of the “everyday uncertainties of life” (Buzan, 1991, pp. 432–433). 

Because security discourse can lead to increased attention, mobilisation of 

resources and a depoliticised logic, it possesses tactical allure and may be 

exploited by actors to serve their own interests and objectives (Buzan et 

al., 1998, p. 29). This theme was addressed by Arnold Wolfers as early as 
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1952, when he argued that the concepts “national security” or “national 

security interest” are ambiguous symbols that can be employed in 

political rhetoric to persuade society to rally behind an issue and 

legitimise potentially controversial policies (Wolfers, 1962). He further 

argued the following regarding the concepts “national security” or 

“national security interest": 

Thus, while appearing to offer guidance and a basis for broad 

consensus, they may be permitting everyone to label whatever 

policy he favours with an attractive and possibly deceptive name 

(Wolfers 1952/1962 p. 481) 

Security discourse is therefore not merely descriptive; it is also productive 

of power. A foundational definition of power holds that it consists in the 

capacity to get someone to do something they would not otherwise do 

(Dahl, 1957). Power, however, can take many different forms. It may be 

more or less visible, more or less consciously exercised, and more or less 

consciously experienced by those subject to it (e.g., Bourdieu, 1977, 1990, 

2010; Foucault, 1988, 1994).11 Steven Lukes (1974/2005), whose work has 

been highly influential in debates on how to conceptualise and study 

power empirically, argues that particular attention should be paid to 

power exercised through the fulfilment or shaping of people’s preferences 

— what they want, desire, or perceive as being in their own interests. 

According to Lukes, power wielded without being perceived as 

contradictory to the subject’s interests, and where the subject willingly 

complies, is the most effective and insidious form of power because it is 

least accessible to observation (Lukes, 1974/2005). 

In this vein, Iris Marion Young offers a critical perspective on security 

discourse. Young argues that because insecurity mobilises fear, security 

discourse holds a particular form of emotive power. This provides a 

deeper explanation for why people in democracies often acquiesce in 

limitations on freedom and even support restrictions on basic rights in the 

name of security (Young, 2003). 12   

                                                           
11 Foucault’s and Bourdieu’s conceptualisations of power have some similarities, but also differ in 

important respects. Primarily, this reflects differences in their epistemological and ontological 

approaches. Whereas Bourdieu is rooted in dialectical materialism, with its emphasis on practice, Foucault 

operates with an anti-essentialist ontology and an emphasis on history, language and discourse. 
12 For a contrasting liberal account in which fear functions as a moral restraint on securitisation, see 

Williams (2011). 



47 

 

Young traces this emotive power to a Hobbesian contractual logic, in 

which security discourse positions leaders as protectors and citizens as 

dependants of protection. She describes Hobbes as “the great theorist of 

political power founded on a need and desire for protection” (Young, 

2003, p. 5). On this logic, individuals may become willing to subject 

themselves to more authoritarian governance because the relevant 

measures are perceived as necessary for their own security, or for the 

protection of those they love or value. This, according to Young, helps 

explain why individuals may submit to extraordinary measures without 

resentment or resistance; rather, such measures may be welcomed and 

even accompanied by a sense of gratitude towards the authority 

promising protection. 

This dynamic creates a form of subordinate citizenship, in which cooperative 

obedience and patriotic sacrifice are perceived as virtues necessary for the 

safety of all (Young, 1990, 2003; see also Elshtain, 1987, 1998; Foucault, 

1969/1972). Crucially, this consent is not merely passive acquiescence in 

exchange for a promise of security. It is active, taking the form of 

“solidarity with the others uniting behind and in grateful love of country” 

(Young, 2003, p. 9).13 

The same dynamic can also operate at the level of governing actors. It may 

lead them to expand their authority and restrict democratic rights without 

acting from malicious intent; on the contrary, they may understand 

themselves as acting in the best interests of society, guided by a righteous 

rationale of protection. It is on this basis that Young refers to security 

discourse as “protection discourse.” Importantly, according to Young, this 

dynamic makes the exercise of power harder to detect and challenge: 

Democratic values and freedoms would be much easier to assert 

and preserve in modern politics if the face of authoritarianism were 

so ugly and easy to recognize. Like the benevolent patriarch, 

however, Leviathan often wears another aspect, that of the selfless 

and wise protector whose actions aim to foster and maintain 

security. (Young 2003 p. 7) 

To summarise, this dissertation starts from the premise that security as a 

policy problem is socially and politically constructed. Understandings of 

                                                           
13 Feminist peace and security scholars such as Stiehm (1982) and Tickner (1992, 2001) have discussed the 

appeal to protection as justification for war-making in an international context.  
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security shift over time and across contexts, and when particular 

articulations of security resonate, they can provide powerful rationales for 

measures that entail substantial obligations and sacrifices from the 

population. Soldiering is a particularly salient example in this regard. 

Security articulations are therefore politically productive: they can make 

particular soldiering policies appear necessary, appropriate, and 

legitimate. Consequently, the articulation and rearticulation of security 

may influence both the design and implementation of soldiering policies. 

This is not a neutral process, but a deeply political one. Security policy is 

characterised by complex power dynamics and by tensions between 

claims made in the name of collective security and other values associated 

with democratic society. 

In important respects, the modern state can be understood in Hobbesian 

terms. It is the central political authority and the actor with the greatest 

capacity to structure social life, especially in the security domain. Yet it is 

not only Hobbes’s Leviathan. To avoid Hobbes’s dilemma — choosing 

between anarchy and a monstrous state — democracies have constrained 

the power of the sovereign. Governing in such societies is based on 

popular consent: leaders are expected to represent the people and remain 

accountable to them. When the state rules, its governors must therefore 

consider and respond to what the people would have them do, or at least 

to what the people as a collective will tolerate and are likely to accept 

(Dahl, 2008; Przeworski, Stokes, & Manin, 1999; Runciman, 2022; Soroka 

& Wlezien, 2009; Weber, 1946). 

This constraint is also central to securitisation theory. Securitisation is not 

understood as a purely unilateral act in which an actor simply declares an 

issue to be a security threat. Rather, it depends on whether a relevant 

audience accepts the claim that extraordinary measures are necessary and 

legitimate. This is especially important in democratic societies, where 

exceptional action must be made acceptable within a political order 

formally committed to accountability, public justification, and popular 

consent (Buzan et al., 1998; Huysmans, 1996; Williams, 2003). As Buzan, 

Wæver, and de Wilde argue, “both within and between actors, the extent 

of shared intersubjective understandings of security is one key to 

understanding behaviour” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 31). 
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Extraordinary measures therefore require legitimation. For securitisation 

to succeed, the relevant audience14 must be persuaded that the security 

problem is sufficiently urgent and exceptional to warrant forms of action 

that would otherwise not be regarded as legitimate (Buzan et al., 1998, pp. 

25–31). Securitisation is thus located within the realm of political 

argument and discursive legitimation. As Williams puts it, “as a speech-

act, securitization is located within the realm of political argument and 

discursive legitimation” (Williams, 2003, p. 512). 

The theoretical perspectives discussed above, however, offer limited 

insight into how beliefs about legitimacy are formed, or how the 

boundaries of acceptable extraordinary measures are conceived within a 

community. For soldiering policies to be perceived as legitimate in a 

democratic society, security discourse is necessary but not sufficient. The 

broader governing challenge lies in reconciling such measures with the 

norms and values of the society that soldiers are meant to serve. 

Understanding how a country’s soldiering policy maintains legitimacy, 

and how changes in policy become possible — especially when previously 

deemed inconceivable — therefore remains a key question. This chapter 

now turns to political legitimacy and legitimation in order to examine how 

authority is exercised in ways that foster voluntary compliance, how 

legitimacy beliefs are created and sustained, and how these processes can 

be empirically analysed. 

                                                           
14 One of the most salient critiques of securitisation theory concerns the underdeveloped treatment of the 

concept of the audience. Although the theory formally hinges on the acceptance or rejection of securitising 

moves by a relevant audience, critics argue that the notion of audience remains vague and under-

theorised in both conceptual and empirical terms. Scholars have questioned how audience acceptance 

should be measured, what counts as an audience and whether securitisation is truly contingent on broader 

audience response or driven primarily by elite actors (Balzacq, 2005, 2015; Côté, 2016; Floyd, 2007, 2010; 

Léonard & Kaunert, 2011; McDonald, 2008; Salter, 2008; Vaughn, 2009; Williams, 2011). Wæver have also 

acknowledged this theoretical gap, noting that the role of the audience had been insufficiently specified 

within the framework: 

A key concept in the construction—which has maybe gotten too little attention in the 

early versions of the theory, but I would today say is maybe the most important—is the 

audience. Because it's not just a matter of threat speak. Anyone can stand up and say, 

this or that is a threat. Something happens at the moment when the audience accepts 

that, because of this alleged threat, they're willing to accept that we go to war, keep 

secrets, shut down this debate, make whatever extraordinary measures we otherwise 

wouldn't do. So the crucial decision is in some sense taken by the relevant audience. 

(Wæver interview, 2014) 
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Legitimacy and legitimation 

A state can, within its territory, use superior force to impose its rulings. 

Yet in modern democratic states, the vast majority of compliance occurs 

with minimal coercion. Legitimacy — the rightfulness and acceptability of 

political authority — is the answer most commonly given to why 

individuals obey and comply with rules even when doing so runs against 

narrow self-interest, and without the constant use or threat of force (Hurd, 

2007; Reus-Smit, 2007; Steffek, 2007; Suchman, 1995; Tallberg & Zürn, 

2019a, 2019b; Weber, 1946, 1964). 

Democratic states have typically already established their legitimacy to 

hold political authority — that is, the ruler is seen to have the right to 

govern. The legitimacy questions that remain concern how that authority 

is exercised: whether a specific governing act is itself rightful and 

acceptable. 

In the academic literature on legitimacy, there is an important distinction 

between normative and sociological approaches (Holsti, 1996; Matheson, 

1987; Hurd, 2007; Clark, 2007; Lake, 2009). Even if this distinction should 

not be exaggerated, since legitimacy is inherently a normative concept 

(Hurrelmann, Schneider & Steffek, 2007; Hurd, 2007), it is nevertheless 

significant, because the aspect of legitimacy a researcher is interested in 

shapes the approach to inquiry. 

The sociological strand of legitimacy research typically builds on Weber’s 

work, treating legitimacy as a social fact grounded in the governed’s 

beliefs about the rightfulness and acceptability of governing authority 

(Weber, 1946, 1964). A Weberian approach therefore conceptualises 

legitimacy in terms of the perceptions of those who are subject to rule. This 

perspective is often also labelled empirical or descriptive because it 

examines legitimacy as an observable phenomenon: efforts to establish 

legitimacy, or the extent to which and why people believe that a regime, 

institution or particular exercise of authority is legitimate. Within this 

strand, legitimacy is understood as relational — an expression of the 

relationship between rulers and ruled — and scholars may examine both 

the legitimacy beliefs of subjects and the legitimacy claims advanced by 

authorities (Barker, 1999, 2001; Steffek, 2007, p. 258; Suchman, 1995, p. 594; 

Weber, 1964). 
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By contrast, normative research assesses legitimacy against external 

standards. Rather than taking the governed’s beliefs as the defining 

criterion, it evaluates whether authority meets pre-established moral 

requirements for rule, regardless of whether those subject to it regard it as 

legitimate (e.g., Buchanan & Keohane, 2006). 

The dissertation is interested in how soldiering systems gain acceptance 

within democratic societies. It adopts a sociological understanding of 

legitimacy, viewing it as the belief that governing institutions exercise 

authority in ways considered acceptable and deserving of compliance 

(Dellmuth et al., 2022; Dellmuth & Tallberg, 2015; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 

2019b; Suchman, 1995; Weber, 1922/1978). It thus follows the Weberian 

tradition, where the crucial questions revolve around understanding the 

sources and maintenance of perceived legitimacy.  

A central obstacle for sociological legitimacy research is that legitimacy 

beliefs are difficult to measure empirically. Beliefs in legitimacy are 

commonly associated with voluntary compliance (Hurd, 2007; Reus-Smit, 

2007; Steffek, 2007; Suchman, 1995; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 2019b; Weber, 

1946, 1964). Yet compliance and legitimacy are analytically distinct 

phenomena that must be carefully distinguished (Hurrelmann, Schneider, 

& Steffek, 2007; Simmons, 1998, 1999; Steffek, 2003, 2007). Steffek (2003, p. 

254) therefore underlines that observed compliance does not, in itself, 

imply legitimacy beliefs: “legitimacy describes only one specific class of 

reasons for rule following. Acceptance or conformity, by contrast, is the 

resulting social phenomenon that we observe.” 

The motives behind action or inaction are often complex and difficult to 

establish. A common framework distinguishes between three broad 

sources of compliance: fear of punishment or coercion, instrumental cost–

benefit calculation, and compliance based on the perception that obeying 

is the right thing to do. Only in the last case is compliance grounded in a 

belief in legitimacy. Compliance can therefore only be treated as an 

indicator of legitimacy beliefs when individuals comply even when 

personal costs outweigh personal benefits and in the absence of threats of 

sanction or coercion (Levi, 1997a, 1997b). This distinction also matters 

because, when rules are followed on the basis of legitimacy beliefs, 

compliance is guided by an internal sense of obligation. External 

incentives are then less central to securing rule-following. By contrast, 

when compliance is driven primarily by coercion or instrumental cost–
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benefit calculation, it may be expected to diminish if positive or negative 

incentives are removed (Kratochwil, 1984; Steffek, 2003).  

Margaret Levi, however, offers a more complex account of compliance by 

situating it within a theory of the social contract. For Levi, variation in 

compliance at the societal level is explained by the interaction of coercion, 

cost–benefit calculations, moral obligation, fairness, and trust — both 

towards the state and towards fellow citizens (Levi, 1988, 1996, 1997a, 

1997b, 2006). Citizens comply not simply because they hold an isolated 

belief that obeying is right, but also because they judge whether the state 

is upholding its side of an ongoing reciprocal relationship. Their 

willingness to comply with state rules and regulations is therefore 

conditional on perceptions that the social contract is being upheld. 

This rests partly on trust that the state will provide public goods, uphold 

fair procedures, and make credible commitments. It also rests on trust that 

other members of the community will cooperate and reciprocate. Citizens 

are thus more likely to comply voluntarily when they perceive that the 

state acts fairly and that others are also following the rules (J. Braithwaite, 

1998; V. Braithwaite, 1998; Cook et al., 2005; Levi, 1988, 1997; Rothstein, 

2005; Tyler, 1998). Conversely, expectations of widespread evasion can 

undermine willingness to comply. The state’s capacity to detect and 

punish evaders is therefore not external to legitimacy, but part of how 

fairness and reciprocity are sustained within the political community. 

Levi therefore distinguishes between compliance that is voluntary, quasi-

voluntary, and the result of coercion alone. Quasi-voluntary compliance 

refers to rule-following that is motivated by a willingness to obey, but also 

supported by enforcement mechanisms that reassure individuals that 

others cannot evade their obligations without consequence (Levi, 1988, 

1996, 1997a, 1997b, 2006; Levi & Sacks, 2009) 

From a sociological perspective, legitimacy beliefs are therefore dynamic 

and responsive. Their strength within a governed community is shaped 

through ongoing interactions between rulers and ruled, informed by past 

experience and updated in response to changes in government behaviour. 

Legitimacy is thus not self-sustaining: it must be continually cultivated, 

maintained, and renewed (Levi, 1988, 1997, 2006; Levi & Sacks, 2009a; 

Suchman, 1995; Torgler, 2003a; Weber, 1922/1978, p. 213) — which is what 

makes legitimation central to the study of legitimacy. In this dissertation, 
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legitimacy refers to beliefs about the rightful exercise of authority, while 

(de)legitimation refers to the processes through which such beliefs are 

built, maintained, challenged, or transformed (Bexell et al., 2022; Lukes, 

2005; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 2019b). The need for such renewal is likely 

to be more important when political change is substantial, when much is 

at stake for those governed, and when governing decisions concern core 

values or impose significant burdens. 

This dissertation thus does not treat legitimacy as a fixed property of 

soldiering policies, but as something that must be produced, maintained, 

and renegotiated over time. Soldiering policy is a particularly relevant 

case in this regard, since changes to military service can alter the 

distribution of rights, obligations, risks, and sacrifices within the political 

community. 

An extensive body of literature highlights the communicative dimensions 

through which legitimacy beliefs are established, maintained, challenged, 

and transformed over time (Bexell et al., 2021, 2022; Dingwerth et al., 2020; 

Gronau & Schmidtke, 2016; Halliday et al., 2010; Schneider et al., 2007; 

Steffek, 2003). To understand the potential for a specific governing action 

to attain legitimacy through legitimation, Yagil Levy (2021) distinguishes 

between an ingrained and a dynamic component. The ingrained 

component refers to the extent to which the feasibility of legitimising a 

governing action depends on the prevailing political culture, social 

conditions, and historical heritage of a specific political community. 

Perceptions of legitimacy therefore do not develop in isolation. They are 

shaped by historically embedded understandings of what is considered 

intelligible, acceptable, and appropriate within a given community. 

Zürn (2018) makes a similar point by understanding legitimacy as rooted 

in the past and in the collective foundational agreements of a political 

community. From this perspective, legitimation involves aligning 

governing practices with foundational principles and promises, and 

claiming that these are either upheld or appropriately renewed (Zürn, 

2018, pp. 70–77). Suchman’s (1995) concept of cognitive legitimacy points 

in the same direction, emphasising that legitimacy claims must align with 

the belief system of those to whom legitimation is directed in order to 

succeed. Support or acceptance is often sought by presenting a governing 

action as the right thing to do, or as the appropriate way to proceed in a 

specific context. What counts as “right” or “appropriate,” must be 
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understood as a sociocultural conceptualisation, ideologically shaped and 

defined within a social group (Silverstein, 2004). 

This ingrained dimension of legitimacy beliefs thus concerns the deeper 

cognitive and normative frameworks that render certain claims and 

actions intelligible, socially acceptable, and taken for granted. These 

conditions can both enable and constrain the likelihood that a particular 

governing action will be perceived as legitimate — or even proposed — 

within a political community (Levy, 2010; 2021; Levy et al., 2007; Zürn, 

2004). 

Legitimation therefore does not reflect only immediate evaluative criteria, 

but is shaped by historically and contextually specific norms through 

which legitimacy is assessed (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 33–36; Dingwerth et 

al., 2020; Stephen & Zürn, 2019; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 2019b; Zaum, 

2013). In the case of soldiering, assumptions about the right and 

appropriate design of a country’s manpower system can be expected to 

have deep historical roots. These assumptions continue to shape the 

interpretive foundations through which legitimacy claims are made 

intelligible, acceptable, and persuasive in contemporary societies. 

The dynamic component, in contrast, captures the fact that these 

ingrained conditions evolve over time. As societal values and perceptions 

shift, the range of governing actions that can plausibly gain legitimacy 

also changes. Measures once deemed inconceivable may eventually come 

to be seen as legitimate, while actions previously regarded as legitimate 

may come to appear unreasonable or inappropriate (Levy, 2021). 

Building on the understanding that legitimation is central to the formation 

of legitimacy beliefs, Bexell, Jönsson and Uhlin (2022) present a 

comprehensive theoretical framework for analysing processes of 

legitimation and delegitimation. Although originally developed in the 

context of global governance, the framework is broadly applicable and 

offers a valuable synthesis of key dimensions relevant to research on 

legitimation and delegitimation.  

The framework is structured around three core elements: (1) the 

legitimating practices enacted by agents in relation to an object of 

(de)legitimation (such as an authority, institution, policy or decision); (2) 

the normative justifications underpinning these practices; and (3) the 
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audiences who are the intended recipients of such legitimation efforts 

(Bexell, Jönsson & Uhlin, 2022, p. 9). 

The framework is modular and can be applied selectively, allowing 

researchers to foreground particular components depending on the object 

of analysis and the study’s analytical focus rather than treating all 

elements as equally necessary in every design. This dissertation draws on 

the framework primarily to theorise (and empirically analyse) 

legitimating practices and the normative justifications mobilised in these 

practices. 

Audience-oriented analysis constitutes a central component of Bexell et 

al.’s framework.15 Audiences are the actors whose consent may be granted 

or withdrawn and whose legitimacy beliefs may be shaped through 

processes of legitimation and delegitimation (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 36–38; 

cf. Bexell et al., 2021; Bexell & Jönsson, 2018; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 

2019b). However, because this dissertation does not analyse audience 

perceptions, the audience dimension is not developed further in the 

theoretical discussion below. 

The first key element of the framework is (de)legitimation practices, 

understood as actions by various agents that either support or challenge 

political authority. Bexell et al. (2022) emphasise that both intentional 

legitimation and unintentional practices can influence perceptions of 

legitimacy. They argue that while the literature often defines 

(de)legitimation as deliberate, goal-oriented strategies (Goddard & Krebs, 

2015; Gronau & Schmidtke, 2016; Reyes, 2011; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 

2019b; van Leeuwen, 2007), this view is too narrow. According to Bexell 

et al. (2022), (de)legitimation does not always have to be strategic and that 

by focusing solely on strategic approaches, the broader range of practices 

that shape legitimacy beliefs — sometimes unintentionally — can be 

overlooked. Therefore, all actions signalling consent to authority are 

considered legitimation practices, while those expressing dissent are 

                                                           
15 The audiences can be constituencies and non-constituencies (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 36–37; cf. Tallberg & 

Zürn, 2019b) and targeted or self-appointed. Targeted audiences are those specifically addressed by the 

agent in the (de)legitimation practices. In contrast, self-appointed audiences engage with these practices 

without being explicitly targeted or addressed. Bexell et al. (2022) emphasise that targeting involves a 

deliberate choice by the agent among potential audiences, making it a possible way to exert power. Agents 

may construct audiences through their legitimation practices, recognising certain groups as legitimate 

addressees while excluding others. This is crucial because the norms, concerns and beliefs of targeted 

audiences are more likely to be prioritised in political or social discourse than those of unaddressed 

audiences (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 37–38; cf. Bexell et al., 2021; Bexell & Jönsson, 2018). 
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categorised as delegitimation practices, regardless of the actor’s intent 

(Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 30–31). 

Bexell et al. (2022) distinguish between discursive and behavioural 

(de)legitimation practices, with institutional (de)legitimation practices 

treated as a subset of behavioural practices (cf. Bäckstrand & Söderbaum, 

2018; Bexell et al., 2022).16 This dissertation analyses discursive 

(de)legitimation practices, the form of legitimation most commonly 

associated with political life. Bexell et al. (2022, pp. 30–31) define 

discursive (de)legitimation practices as verbal expressions through which 

actors convey consent or dissent vis-à-vis authority. Such practices are 

empirically observable across a wide range of communicative artefacts 

and interactions, including (but not limited to) policy documents, reports, 

constitutional texts, mission statements, press releases, social media posts, 

slogans, public speeches, debates, negotiations and informal 

conversations (Bexell & Jönsson, 2018; Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 30–31). 

The second core element of Bexell et al.’s framework is justifications. 

Research on legitimation is typically concerned with the normative 

grounds on which legitimacy perceptions are based. These grounds are 

conceptualised in different ways across the literature. Zürn (2018) and 

Scholte and Tallberg (2018), for example, refer to them as “sources of 

legitimacy.” 

                                                           
16 Bexell et al. (2022) define behavioural practices as encompassing a range of non-verbal actions that are 

also expected to significantly influence an audience’s perceptions of legitimacy (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 31–

32; cf. Gregoratti & Uhlin, 2018). Behavioural (de)legitimation practices are generally more challenging to 

study empirically, as they often leave few observable traces that can be systematically analysed. In 

contrast, discursive practices are more easily documented through written and oral communications 

(Uhlin & Verhaegen, in Bexell et al., 2022, p. 50). Behavioural legitimating actions may include organising 

or participating in events, while delegitimating actions might involve reducing participation or abstaining 

from visits. Behavioural practices can also involve legitimation through the provision of funding or 

delegitimation by withdrawing it, as well as through evaluations such as rankings, ratings, certifications 

or polling. Additionally, behavioural delegitimation practices can manifest in protests, such as street 

demonstrations, boycotts or other forms of resistance. Bexell et al. (2022) also categorise institutional 

practices as a subset of behavioural (de)legitimation practices, particularly relevant in the context of global 

governance. Institutional practices refer to actions that alter organisational arrangements in ways that 

may influence legitimacy. Bexell et al. give the example that an agent can seek to enhance their legitimacy 

through institutional and administrative reforms (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 31–32; cf. Zaum, 2013), such as by 

altering procedures to improve transparency and strengthen democratic qualities or introducing reforms 

to increase performance efficiency (cf. Scholte & Tallberg et al., 2018). While such reforms are typically 

self-legitimation practices, they can also serve as delegitimating actions in relation to other actors, 

challenging their purpose, procedures or performance (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 31–32). 
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Bexell et al. (2022) describe the distinction between discursive practice and 

justifications as follows: “whereas the notion of discursive practices 

focuses on the act of (de)legitimation, the concept of justifications implies 

a focus on the normative content or substance of (de)legitimation” (p. 33; 

italics in original). Justifications thus refer to the normative basis that 

agents draw upon in their legitimation practices to claim, boost or contest 

legitimacy. Within this framework justifications form a crucial link 

between legitimating practices and the audiences to whom such practices 

are directed. 

A key advantage of Bexell et al.’s (2022) approach is that it enables a 

nuanced and dynamic analysis of (de)legitimation. Rather than relying on 

a fixed set of predefined or generic grounds for legitimacy (e.g., 

democratic, technocratic or fairness-based qualities), their framework 

deliberately leaves open the range of normative attributes that actors may 

invoke in legitimacy claims (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 33–36). The literature 

on legitimation also often emphasises that the normative substance of 

justifications or challenges can be expected to vary—and to resonate 

differently—depending on the legitimating agent, the object of 

(de)legitimation and the audience to whom legitimacy claims or 

contestations are directed (Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 33–36; Dingwerth et al., 

2020; Gronau & Schmidtke, 2016; Stephen & Zürn, 2019; Tallberg & Zürn, 

2019a, 2019b; Zaum, 2013). Because the framework does not a priori 

specify or constrain legitimacy sources, it is particularly well suited to 

inductively tracing how justifications are articulated in a given empirical 

setting. This openness also makes it more applicable to analyses of 

(de)legitimation processes beyond the global governance context.  

Further, legitimation is not understood in this dissertation merely as a 

collection of isolated discursive acts or individual justifications. As 

discussed above, this dissertation starts from the premise that, in 

democratic societies, security constitutes a fundamental justification for 

soldiering. Yet perceptions of the legitimacy of soldiering policies cannot 

rest on security imperatives alone. For a manpower model to be regarded 

as legitimate, security-based claims must be balanced and rendered 

compatible with other justificatory considerations within the political 

community. Accordingly, this dissertation conceptualises the construction 

of legitimacy through discursive legitimation as a reason-giving process 

in which different justifications are linked and reconciled in ways that 

make policy decisions appear rightful, necessary, and acceptable. This 
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conceptualisation aligns with scholarship that highlights legitimation 

narratives, or strategies,17 as central to understanding processes of 

legitimation, emphasising how justificatory elements are woven together 

into coherent and persuasive accounts (e.g., Gronau & Schmidtke, 2016; 

Reyes, 2011; Zürn, 2018). As Zürn (2018, p. 71) explains,  

the legitimation of public authorities is rarely based on one source 

of legitimacy alone. In practice, different sources of legitimacy are 

crafted together in a narrative that binds the authority back to the 

impartial pursuit of the social purpose. (Zürn 2018, p. 71)   

This dissertation thus understands the construction of legitimacy for 

soldiering policies as a meaning-making process in which articulated 

security objectives must be balanced against other considerations in order 

to render the manpower model intelligible, reasonable and acceptable 

within the political community. It therefore examines how discursive 

practices and different legitimacy sources are embedded and combined 

into larger legitimating narratives in which trade-offs are managed and 

often conflicting imperatives are weighed and reconciled.  

Conclusion: The security contract 

This chapter has developed the theoretical framework that informs the 

dissertation’s analysis of soldiering policies. It has shown how the 

relationship between power and security is historically and theoretically 

embedded, with particular attention to the enduring influence of 

Hobbes’s reasoning about the bargain between sovereign and subjects in 

the provision of security. It has also addressed key critiques of this 

Hobbesian legacy, especially its implications for democratic societies, 

where the pursuit of security may conflict with other fundamental norms 

and values. Securitisation theory helps illuminate how security is 

articulated as a policy problem and how particular measures come to 

appear necessary, appropriate, and legitimate. Political legitimacy theory, 

in turn, helps conceptualise how such measures are rendered acceptable 

and sustained as legitimate within democratic societies. 

The social contract remains a useful metaphor for the reciprocal 

relationship between state and citizen, but it is best understood as 

dynamic and evolving rather than fixed or settled once and for all. 

                                                           
17 This dissertation uses the more general term narratives to avoid presupposing whether such accounts 

are offered sincerely, strategically or with mixed motivations. 
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Obligations and expectations are continuously renegotiated as societal 

values, political conditions, and governing demands shift over time. This 

dissertation conceptualises the security contract as the security-specific 

dimension of this broader social contract: the evolving set of expectations, 

obligations, and legitimating claims through which the state promises 

protection and citizens are asked to accept duties, burdens, and sacrifices 

in the name of security. 

Legitimation lies at the heart of this ongoing renegotiation. In democratic 

societies, governing authority depends not only on formal legality or 

coercive capacity, but also on the ability to present governing actions as 

rightful, necessary, and acceptable. Legitimation is therefore particularly 

salient when political change is substantial, when much is at stake for 

those governed, and when governing decisions concern core values or 

impose significant burdens. Soldiering policy is a particularly important 

case in this regard, since changes to military service can alter the 

distribution of rights, obligations, risks, and sacrifices within the political 

community. 

A central theoretical proposition of this dissertation is that governing 

choices on soldiering are legitimated through the alignment of two sets of 

claims. First, soldiering policies must be connected to particular 

articulations of security: what is to be protected, from what and by what 

means. Second, these policies must be reconciled with wider 

understandings of what is considered rightful, appropriate, and 

acceptable within the political community. The legitimacy of soldiering 

policy therefore cannot rest on security imperatives alone. It also depends 

on whether the obligations and sacrifices demanded of citizens are 

rendered compatible with broader societal norms and democratic values, 

including fairness, individual rights, civic duty, fiscal responsibility, civil–

military relations, and democratic accountability. 

Taken together, this means that constructing legitimacy for soldiering 

policy entails aligning policy design with changing understandings of 

what security is and demands, while also reconciling this extraordinary 

measure with other societal norms and democratic values.  

Analysing discursive (de)legitimation in policy texts makes it possible to 

examine how governing choices on soldiering are justified as necessary, 

appropriate, and democratically acceptable in relation to changing 
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articulations of security and its demands. This dissertation therefore 

understands the security contract as a meaning-making process through 

which the relationship between state protection and citizen obligation is 

constructed, maintained, contested, and reshaped over time. 

The following chapter outlines the method, operationalises the analytical 

framework, introduces the guiding questions for the empirical 

investigation, and sets out the empirical material and structure of the 

analysis.  
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Chapter 3: Method and 

operationalisation 
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Introduction  

As outlined in Chapter 1, this dissertation examines how governing 

choices on soldiering are rendered publicly acceptable and politically 

legitimate in democratic societies and how these processes contribute to 

the evolution of the security contract. To answer the overarching research 

question— how are governing choices concerning soldiering legitimated in 

policy texts, as articulations of security and its demands change over time —this 

chapter sets out the methodological logic, analytical strategy and 

empirical design of the study. It explains how the dissertation moves from 

the overarching research question to the concrete analytical operations 

through which Sweden’s evolving soldiering policy is examined. 

The chapter proceeds in four steps. First, it presents the methodological 

approach and explains how discursive (de)legitimation is identified and 

analysed in authoritative policy documents. This provides the conceptual 

and methodological basis for examining how governing choices are 

rendered intelligible, appropriate and acceptable in policy texts. Second, 

it operationalises the overarching research question by specifying the 

analytical sub-questions through which the study investigates, on the one 

hand, how security is articulated and rearticulated as a policy problem 

and, on the other, how governing choices on soldiering are developed, 

justified and contested over time. Third, it explains how these lines of 

inquiry are brought together to analyse continuity and change in the 

democratic security contract. Fourth, it presents the empirical material 

and outlines the structure of the four empirical chapters 

Analytical approach: Interpretive textual policy analysis and 
discursive (de)legitimation 

Methodologically, this dissertation draws on interpretive textual policy 

analysis with a specific focus on discursive legitimation. It is designed as 

an in-depth case study of Sweden and examines how authoritative policy 

documents construct security as a policy problem, present particular 

governing choices on soldiering as necessary or appropriate and thereby 

contribute to shaping and reshaping the relationship between state and 

citizen in the field of security governance. 

At the core of the dissertation lies an interest in the social construction of 

legitimacy in a policy domain such as soldiering, where the stakes are 

particularly high. Interpretive approaches start from the premise that 

political and social realities are constituted through meaning. Beliefs, 
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values and shared understandings shape how actors perceive and engage 

with the world, making certain ideas appear imaginable, reasonable or 

necessary while rendering others implausible or unthinkable. Policy does 

not merely respond to objectively given problems; it also contributes to 

constructing what is understood as a problem, what is seen as necessary 

or appropriate and what kinds of responses appear legitimate in a given 

context. To understand political action, it is therefore necessary to analyse 

how meanings are produced, mobilised and stabilised in context (Bevir & 

Rhodes, 2006; Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Fischer & Forester, 

1993; Wagenaar, 2007; Yanow, 2000, 2007; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014). 

This dissertation examines the meaning-making practices through which 

soldiering policy, and its transformation over time, is rendered 

intelligible, acceptable and politically legitimate despite the substantial 

sacrifices it entails. It argues that soldiering is primarily justified through 

appeals to security and the demands that security is understood to 

generate. Beliefs in the legitimacy of a military manpower system are 

therefore conditioned by how security is articulated as a policy problem. 

To understand how soldiering policy gains and sustains acceptance in a 

democratic society, it is thus necessary to examine both how security is 

constructed in policy discourse and how particular soldiering solutions 

are justified within that framework. 

The importance of analysing problem representations in order to 

understand how particular policy responses come to be regarded as 

appropriate and legitimate is developed particularly clearly in Bacchi’s 

“What’s the Problem Represented to Be?” (WPR) approach. Public policy 

is conventionally understood as governmental action intended to address 

identified problems (Dye, 1972; Howlett & Cashore, 2014; Turnbull, 2018). 

Whereas conventional problem-solving approaches to policy analysis 

tend to begin from the assumption that problems exist prior to, and 

independently of, the policies designed to address them (e.g., Lasswell, 

1956; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993), the WPR approach emphasises that 

both what counts as a “problem” and what constitutes an appropriate 

“solution” are socially and politically constituted. Policy problem 

representations impose particular interpretations that enable some 

responses while constraining or excluding others. In doing so, they 

produce political effects by shaping rights, responsibilities and subject 

positions (Bacchi, 2000, 2012; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). 
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In this sense, governance operates through problem representations and 

understanding governance requires examining how problems are 

constructed in policy. This does not imply that problem representations 

are deliberate misrepresentations, nor is the aim to identify the “true” 

understanding of a policy problem. Rather, the analytical interest lies in 

how problems are constructed, how such constructions shape what can be 

advanced as a legitimate response in a given context and what political 

implications follow from this (Bacchi, 1999, 2005, 2009, 2010; Bacchi & 

Bonham, 2014; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016; Goodwin, 2011). This choice is 

motivated by the dissertation’s core interest in legitimation: if legitimacy 

hinges on how governing choices are made acceptable, the analysis must 

examine how policy constructs the problem, articulates appropriate 

solutions and renders particular state–citizen expectations thinkable. 

This dissertation draws on these insights, but it does not apply the WPR 

approach as such, nor is it conducted as a full discourse analysis in the 

poststructuralist sense. Instead, it takes discursive legitimation practices 

as its primary analytical focus. More specifically, it examines how policy 

texts legitimate governing choices as rightful, appropriate and acceptable 

by advancing justificatory claims, invoking different normative grounds 

and articulating and managing trade-offs over time. Particular attention is 

paid to the articulation of security as a policy problem, since 

understanding how legitimacy for different soldiering reforms is 

discursively constructed requires examining how claims about what 

security is and what it demands frame debates over which soldiering 

models can be presented as legitimate. 

The term discourse is used here in two related senses. First, the 

dissertation examines discursive legitimation in the sense that 

legitimation is studied through language, empirically through written 

expressions in policy documents. Second, the term is used to signal that 

policy texts are treated as sites of meaning production. In this sense, 

discourse is understood as language as social practice. Policy language is 

therefore not viewed as a neutral vehicle that merely reflects an existing 

reality, but as a medium that also helps constitute socio-political realities. 

Meanings attached to institutions, practices and political obligations are 

in part produced and reproduced through language. Discourse is thus 

productive in that it can shape, reconstruct and stabilise understandings 

of the social world (e.g., Cameron & Panović, 2014; Gee, 2010; van Dijk, 

1997; Wodak & Meyer, 2001). 
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For example, the ways in which policy texts construct security as a policy 

problem—what counts as a threat, what is to be protected and what means 

are considered appropriate for securing it—are treated in this dissertation 

as a security discourse. This is not understood as an objective 

representation of what security “is”, but as one among several possible 

ways of articulating security and its demands. 

The articulation of security as a policy problem is understood here as an 

interpretive framework that orients the legitimation of governing choices 

concerning soldiering. Security is sometimes invoked explicitly in 

legitimating reasoning, but it also operates more indirectly by shaping 

what kinds of reforms appear necessary, proportionate and appropriate 

within a given policy context. Analysing security as a policy problem is 

therefore essential even when security is not directly referenced in the 

legitimation of a specific reform. It also enables a more precise analysis of 

how different dimensions of security—threats, referent objects and means 

of securing—are mobilised, explicitly or implicitly, in the legitimation of 

particular governing choices. 

Analysing legitimation in policy  

In this dissertation, legitimation is understood as the discursive work 

through which governing choices are rendered intelligible, appropriate 

and deserving of support and compliance. Empirically, legitimation is 

identified in governing policy documents through arguments, 

explanations and justificatory claims that present continuity, reform 

and/or rejected alternatives as necessary, reasonable or normatively 

defensible. Delegitimation, correspondingly, refers to discursive moves 

that question, reject or undermine particular options or arrangements 

(Bexell et al., 2022). 

Legitimation is empirically identified by function rather than by 

presumed intent. Expressions of approval or disapproval may be driven 

by many factors such as strategic, pragmatic or reputational concerns 

rather than by a genuine belief that a policy is right or appropriate (Zürn, 

2018, pp. 70–77). The analysis, however, does not seek to determine 

whether political actors sincerely believed in the positions they advanced 

or strategically deployed particular arguments. This approach builds on 

the assumption that legitimacy beliefs can be expected to be shaped by 

arguments, explanations and justificatory claims presented in 
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authoritative policy texts regardless of intent or motivation behind them 

(Bexell et al., 2022, pp. 30–31).  

The empirical analysis makes a distinction between discursive 

legitimation and justifications. Discursive legitimation refers to the 

broader practice of claiming and constructing legitimacy in language. 

Justifications, in contrast, are understood more specifically as the 

normative warrants mobilised within that practice: the values, principles 

and standards invoked to explain why a governing choice is right, 

appropriate or acceptable. Justifications are hence understood as a subset 

of the broader repertoire of reasons articulated in legitimation practices 

(Bexell et al., 2022, p. 33).  

Studying the justificatory grounds provides insight into shared 

conceptions of legitimate governance (Dingwerth, Schmidtke & Weise, 

2020). Analysing the normative content of legitimacy claims identifies the 

values, norms and principles that political authorities present as 

important and as likely to matter to relevant audiences. In the case of 

soldiering policy, this dissertation argues that security constitutes the 

primary justificatory ground on which legitimacy claims are built, but that 

security is not the only value with which soldiering policy must align to 

achieve legitimacy. Governing choices are also legitimated in relation to 

values such as fairness, democracy, civic duty, individual rights, gender 

equality, efficiency and civil–military cohesion. 

The approach taken in this dissertation also builds on the idea that an 

important part of understanding how legitimacy is constructed lies in 

analysing consistency, i.e. how it is explained that certain reforms are not 

pursued. In this sense, delegitimation may function as a form of 

legitimation. Analysing the reasoning through which alternative policy 

options are rejected clarifies the governing choices among possible 

options. What is ruled out may reveal the perceived normative boundaries 

of political acceptability—that is, the limits of what can credibly be 

advanced as legitimate within a given political and cultural context. 

The analysis thus examines both the broader legitimating reasoning and 

the specific normative content on which it rests. Policy texts often combine 

normative justifications with other forms of reasoning, such as empirical 

assessments, institutional claims, legal arguments or economic 

considerations.  
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Legitimation is thus not analysed as a single argument or statement in 

isolation, but as a broader discursive process through which governing 

choices are aligned with both the articulated demands of security and 

wider societal norms and expectations. The empirical task is therefore to 

identify how governing choices are discursively linked to specific values, 

norms, principles and beliefs in ways that present them as deserving of 

support and compliance. Particular attention is paid to how values are 

weighted, priorities described, trade-offs constructed and tensions 

managed or resolved in the discourse. 

In this dissertation, that broader pattern is referred to as a legitimating 

narrative: the larger account through which particular articulations of 

security, proposed policy solutions, normative claims and balancing 

moves are woven together into a representation of policy as intelligible 

and acceptable in its context. The purpose is therefore not simply to 

catalogue arguments, but to examine how governing choices are made 

legitimate through their discursive alignment with security demands, 

broader societal values and perceived limits of acceptable state authority. 

This should not be confused with argumentation analysis (Riessman, 

2008; Toulmin, 1958), which reconstructs the internal structure and logical 

coherence of arguments, nor with narrative analysis, which treats stories, 

plots, characters or storylines as the primary unit of analysis. Here, the 

analytical interest lies instead in how legitimacy is discursively 

constructed: that is, how policy texts explain, justify and normalise 

governing choices within a particular normative and political context. 

How the analysis is conducted in practice 

The empirical analysis proceeds by identifying: (1) how security is 

articulated as a policy problem, (2) which governing choices on soldiering 

are advanced or rejected, (3) how these choices are justified and contested 

and (4) what these patterns reveal about the evolving security contract. 

The empirical analysis is organised period by period, with each chapter 

corresponding to a major turning point in Sweden’s soldiering policy. 

Within each period, the analysis proceeds through four connected 

analytical moves. 

First, the chapter reconstructs how security is articulated and rearticulated 

as a policy problem. This is done by analysing the three dimensions 

outlined below: threats, referent objects and means of securing. The 
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purpose is to identify how the security environment is constructed in the 

policy and what kinds of policy responses this construction makes 

possible, necessary or appropriate. 

Second, the analysis identifies the key governing choices concerning 

soldiering during the period. These include not only adopted reforms, but 

also important continuities and alternatives that were discussed but 

rejected. In this way, soldiering policy is analysed broadly as the set of 

governing choices that structure who serves, under what conditions and 

for what purposes. 

Third, the analysis examines how these governing choices are legitimated 

in the policy discourse. This involves identifying the arguments, 

explanations and justificatory claims through which reforms or 

continuities are presented as acceptable, necessary or appropriate. 

Particular attention is paid to the normative principles invoked—such as 

security, fairness, democracy, civic duty, individual rights, gender 

equality or efficiency—and to how tensions and trade-offs between 

competing values are managed. 

Fourth, the analysis interprets what these patterns reveal about the 

democratic security contract. Here, the focus is on continuity, contestation 

and renegotiation: which assumptions remain stable over time, which 

boundaries of legitimate policy are challenged and how reforms reshape 

the reciprocal relationship between state and citizen in the field of security 

governance. 

Although these analytical moves are presented separately for the sake of 

clarity, in practice the analysis moved back and forth between them. That 

is, the articulation of security, the legitimation of soldiering reforms and 

the evolving security contract are treated as analytically distinct but are 

empirically intertwined. 

To briefly illustrate how this is done in practice, consider the reform from 

universal to partial conscription in the early 1990s. The analysis first 

identifies a rearticulation of security in which the military threat to 

Sweden was described as diminished. It then examines how the governing 

choice to reduce the number of conscripts called up for training was 

legitimated through a combination of security-based proportionality 

reasoning, concern for individual rights and economic efficiency. It 

additionally analyses how the alternative of a professional army was 

delegitimated as incompatible with democratic defence and public 
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anchoring. In this way, the analysis links the articulation of security, the 

legitimation of soldiering reform and the reconfiguration of the security 

contract. 

The following sections present the detailed operationalisation of this 

analytical approach. They outline the analytical questions posed to the 

empirical material that guide the systematic investigation of how security 

is articulated as a policy problem, how Sweden’s soldiering policy has 

been transformed and legitimated over time and how these processes 

contribute to the construction and evolution of the democratic security 

contract. 

Articulating security as a policy problem  

This dissertation conceptualises security as the primary and overarching 

objective through which soldiering is justified. Building on this premise, 

the first step of the empirical analysis investigates how security is 

articulated and rearticulated as a policy problem. This provides the 

foundation for examining the policy rationale within which particular 

soldiering models are situated and legitimated. 

In both academic and policy debates, security has traditionally been 

understood through the lens of international relations, primarily as the 

armed defence of the state against military threats to national sovereignty 

(e.g., Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde, 1998; Walt, 1991). Since the end of the 

Cold War, however, this understanding has been extensively contested 

(e.g., Baldwin, 1997; Booth, 2007; McSweeney, 1999). Within the academic 

literature, security is now widely regarded as an “essentially contested 

concept”, lacking a single precise or universally agreed definition (Buzan, 

1991, p. 7; see also Lipschutz, 1995; Tickner, 1995; Tuchman Mathews, 

1989). In political practice, however, the formulation of security problems 

remains shaped largely by conventional understandings of security, even 

as these are also subject to gradual change. This dissertation therefore 

treats security as a concept whose meaning evolves over time but remains 

bounded by established assumptions. 

Consistent with a constructivist ontology, the analysis does not define 

security a priori or outside its political and discursive context. To do so 

would risk narrowing the analysis and obscuring how meanings of 

security are constructed, stabilised and transformed over time (Baldwin, 

1997; Buzan et al., 1998; Oppenheim, 1975). Instead, the dissertation 
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proceeds from a minimal conceptualisation of security that guides 

empirical inquiry into continuity and change in policy discourse. 

Haftendorn (1991, p. 5) argues that, while there is no universally agreed 

definition of security, “each concept of security corresponds to specific 

values, threats and capabilities to meet the perceived challenges.” This 

formulation captures core elements that recur across several influential 

definitions of security (e.g., Baldwin, 1997; Buzan et al., 1998). Building on 

this insight, the present study examines three dimensions of security as a 

policy problem: (a) the referent object of security, (b) the articulated 

threats to security and (c) the means through which security is to be 

achieved and maintained. 

This conceptualisation has the advantage of not being anchored in any 

particular ideological or theoretical position on what security ought to 

entail. It avoids embedding substantive normative assumptions, such as 

what should be protected, or empirical assumptions, such as what counts 

as a “real” threat, at the outset of the analysis. At the same time, the three 

dimensions identified here are arguably indispensable to any coherent 

articulation of security. For a concept of security to make sense, there must 

be something designated as worthy of protection, some threat or risk from 

which it is to be protected and some means through which such protection 

is to be secured. 

In this dissertation, the meaning of security as a policy problem is 

therefore identified empirically through the ways in which these three 

dimensions are articulated and interconnected within official policy 

discourse. Tracing change in the construction of security involves 

identifying rearticulations within one or more of these dimensions and 

examining the emergence, transformation or disappearance of the 

linkages between them. 

At an overarching level, the legitimation of soldiering can thus be 

understood as shaped by how security is articulated as a policy problem, 

since these articulations define which threats soldiers are expected to 

confront, which values or objectives they are meant to protect and how 

soldiering is connected to broader practices of securing, thereby 

structuring what forms of soldiering can be presented as legitimate. 

The following three sections present the detailed operationalisation of 

these dimensions. Together, they guide the empirical investigation into 

how security is constructed as a policy problem within Swedish defence 
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and security discourse. The subsequent section then turns to soldiering as 

a policy response to the articulated security demands. 

Dimension one: Articulation of security threats 

This dimension addresses the question: How is the threat scenario 

articulated in the policy? At its most basic level, security refers to the 

absence of threats (Buzan, 1991, p. 18; see also Booth, 1991; Dillon, 1996). 

Analysing how security is understood therefore requires identifying what 

is constructed as threatening. Traditionally, security threats have been 

defined in state-centric terms, primarily as external and military dangers. 

This long-dominant perspective in international security discourse has, 

however, been increasingly challenged. 

So-called wideners have argued that security threats are not exclusively 

military, external or perpetrated by state actors (e.g., Bourne, 2013; Tarry, 

1999; Tuchman Mathews, 1989; Ullman, 1983; see also Buzan & Hansen, 

2009 for an overview). Instead, they highlight transnational and non-

traditional risks such as terrorism, cyber-attacks, pandemics, large-scale 

natural disasters, environmental degradation and climate change—

phenomena that often fall outside conventional understandings of threat 

and challenge traditional security responses. 

To capture this tension in the understanding of threats, this dimension is 

operationalised through the following analytical sub-questions posed to 

the empirical material: 

• How are military threats articulated? 

• How are non-conventional threats articulated, and how are they 

constructed in relation to conventional military threats? 

The empirical analysis places less emphasis on the specific terminology 

employed—such as threats, challenges, risks or problems—and instead 

focuses on the discursive relationships through which issues are 

connected to other dimensions of security. In other words, it examines 

how specific threats are linked to particular referent objects and 

corresponding security responses. This includes analysing whether issues 

are constructed as matters of national security or articulated as threats to 

other referent objects, such as human security, global stability or 

democratic values. In addition, the analysis explores how different types 

of threats are associated with military versus non-military means of 

response. 
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The analysis thus examines not only what is included as a threat in the 

policy discourse, but also how different types of threats are positioned in 

relation to one another. This includes whether hierarchies among threats 

are articulated—for example, whether military threats are consistently 

assigned greater importance than other forms of insecurity, or whether 

newer and broader definitions of threats are described with a similar 

degree of urgency to traditional ones. 

Taken together, the analysis reveals both continuity and change over time 

in how threats are understood. Particular attention is paid to how the 

articulation of threats helps constitute the perceived role of soldiers by 

delimiting which threats are constructed as legitimate objects of military 

engagement and which are positioned outside the legitimate scope of 

soldiering. 

To illustrate how the analysis of the threat dimension was applied in 

practice, consider the statement that “in the same manner as an armed 

attack against our country does, these non-military threats and hardships 

constitute risks for our country and our national security” (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, Defence Minister’s introduction). In the analysis, this passage 

is interpreted as a broadening move in the articulation of threats. More 

specifically, it introduces non-military issues and constructs them as 

security-relevant by analogy to the traditional armed attack. The passage 

is therefore interpreted as indicating, first, an expansion of the threat 

concept beyond conventional military dangers; second, the continued 

centrality of national security as referent object; and third, a hierarchical 

relationship in which the established military threat remains the reference 

point through which newer threats are made intelligible and legitimate 

within security policy. 

By contrast, the statement that “while the concept of security is 

broadening, it is neither reasonable nor manageable to consider that 

everything capable of affecting the situation of the country and its citizens 

has security policy relevance” (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, p. 44) is analysed as 

an example of boundary-setting. Rather than further widening the threat 

concept, this formulation places limits on what may legitimately be 

treated as a security issue. Such passages are important to the analysis 

because they show that the scope of security is not only broadened, but 

also actively delimited through distinctions between issues that fall within 

security policy and those assigned to other policy domains. 
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Finally, the formulation that “climate change constitutes one of the most 

serious threats to human security and essential living conditions” (Gov. 

Bill 2008/09:140, p. 28) illustrates how the analysis identifies changes in 

both threat type and referent object. Here, climate change is articulated as 

a security threat in its own right, rather than merely as an indirect cause 

of conflict, while the threatened object is not primarily the state but human 

security. The passage is therefore interpreted as reflecting a broadened 

and differentiated threat discourse in which non-military threats can be 

assigned high severity without necessarily displacing traditional military 

threats from their privileged position in defence policy. 

A concrete example of how threats to security are explicitly drawn upon 

in the legitimation of soldiering is the legal change allowing for more 

extensive use of military personnel in counterterrorism operations. Here, 

the policy discourse referred to the increasing threat of terrorism and to 

the importance of effective national preparedness: “The evolving nature 

of terrorism places new demands on government actions regarding 

violence or threats against Swedish interests or against foreign interests in 

Sweden [...] To fully address the threat posed by international terrorism, 

it is of great importance that the resources available in society be used in 

the most effective way possible. In this context, the Swedish Armed 

Forces, with their special expertise and unique resources, have a 

particularly important role” (Gov. Bill 2005/06:111, pp. 7–8). 

Dimension two: Articulation of security referent objects  

To make sense, a security concept must designate something that is to be 

secured—this is known as the security referent object (Buzan, 1983; 1991). 

This dimension therefore addresses the question: How is the referent 

object of security articulated in the policy? Traditionally, the nation-state 

has served as the primary referent object, with national survival, 

sovereignty and territorial integrity treated as central priorities. 

Conventional theoretical approaches have also positioned the state as both 

the analytical and normative core of security thinking (Buzan & Hansen, 

2009; Bourne, 2013). 

Critical approaches have challenged this understanding, arguing that 

national security is insufficient—or even incompatible with broader 

human needs and values. Scholars in this tradition have called for a 

deepening of the security agenda by emphasising referent objects beyond 

the state—such as individuals, communities and the environment—as 

legitimate objects of security in their own right. Moreover, the very 
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meaning of being secure is itself contested. Scholars associated with the 

deepening of the security agenda argue that equating security solely with 

the absence of war obscures more pervasive and structural forms of 

insecurity. On this view, security must be understood as more than mere 

survival. Critical security scholars conceptualise security in emancipatory 

terms, as the removal of constraints that prevent individuals and 

communities from pursuing freely chosen lives (Booth, 1991, 2007; Wyn 

Jones, 1995). Feminist and human-centred approaches similarly broaden 

the concept beyond the survival of the state to encompass the political, 

economic, social and environmental conditions that shape individual and 

collective well-being (Peterson, 1992; Sørensen, 1996; Tickner, 2001). 

To capture this tension in the understanding of the referent object, this 

dimension is operationalised through the following analytical sub-

questions posed to the empirical material: 

• How is the nation-state referent articulated? 

• Which referent objects beyond the state are articulated, and how 

are they positioned in relation to national security and defence? 

In this dissertation, referent objects are empirically identified by analysing 

the stated objectives of the country’s security and defence policy, as well 

as the tasks assigned to the defence—that is, by examining what the 

defence is mandated to protect. As in the previous dimension, the analysis 

places emphasis on both continuity and change over time. It further 

examines how these referents are positioned in relation to one another and 

whether hierarchies among referent objects are articulated. Do alternative 

referents supplement or challenge the primacy of the nation-state? Are 

they articulated as part of an expanded understanding of national 

security, or are they presented as separate and distinct concerns? 

In addition, it is analytically important to distinguish between means and 

ends in the interpretation. For example, the promotion of international 

peace may be constructed either as an end in itself—that is, as a referent 

object grounded in the logic of human security—or as a means to secure 

national interests or preserve the stability of the international system. 

Similarly, concepts such as societal security or environmental security 

may be articulated as autonomous domains worthy of protection in their 

own right, or alternatively as instrumental to the maintenance of national 

security. 
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Crucially, these constructions of what should be protected in a country’s 

security policy also shape what can be constructed as the appropriate role 

of soldiers. Such articulations influence whether protection is to be 

pursued through military means—as part of defence policy—or through 

civilian, less coercive state functions. In this way, the policy not only 

identifies what is to be protected but also helps delineate when and for 

what purposes the use of soldiers is constructed as legitimate. 

To illustrate how this dimension was applied in practice, consider the 

articulation of the referent object at the beginning of the period: “Sweden’s 

security policy ultimately aims to preserve our country’s freedom and 

national autonomy” (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 8, 34). In the analysis, this 

is interpreted as a traditional state-centric articulation of the referent 

object. What is to be secured is narrowly defined as Sweden as a sovereign 

political community, with freedom of action and autonomy placed at the 

centre of the security concept. 

This articulation was also important for the legitimation of the reform 

from universal to partial conscription. According to the Swedish legal 

framework, conscription can only be justified by the demands of national 

defence. When the threat to national security was articulated as reduced, 

the bill stated that “The wartime organisation’s need for conscripts is 

decreasing” (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 89), and this became the central 

argument for the legal amendment that made partial enlistment possible. 

By contrast, the formulation in the subsequent long-term defence bill that 

security threats and risks are those that affect “the international 

community, our nation, the country’s population, important functions in 

society or our living environment in an unacceptable way” (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, para. 3.2.1) is read in the analysis as a broadened articulation 

of referent objects. Rather than treating the state as the sole object of 

security, the formulation explicitly identifies several potential referents at 

different levels, including the nation, the population, societal functions, 

the environment and the international community. This broadened 

articulation also mattered for the legitimation of soldiering choices. As the 

bill stated: “Given the broader concept of security proposed by the 

Government, there is reason to train conscripted personnel to a greater 

extent than before in order to strengthen society’s ability to manage severe 

national strains in peacetime and during heightened alert” (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, p. 121). In the analysis, this is interpreted as showing how a 

broadened understanding of what security was meant to protect helped 
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legitimate an expanded use of duty-based personnel also to support 

peacetime crisis management. 

Taken together, the analysis traces both continuity and change in the 

articulation of what is to be secured, while paying particular attention to 

how these constructions shape which forms of soldiering can be presented 

as necessary and legitimate. 

Dimension three: Articulation of security means 

This third analytical dimension examines how policy defines the 

appropriate means for achieving and upholding security. It addresses the 

question: How are the appropriate means for achieving and upholding 

security articulated in governing policy? 

Historically, national security has been closely associated with military 

defence, understood as the primary means of protecting the state (Buzan, 

1983; Walt, 1991). From this traditionalist perspective, security concerns 

are those that can and should be countered through military capabilities. 

This understanding has, however, increasingly been challenged. Critics 

argue that equating security with the capacity to use force risks narrowing 

the policy agenda by obscuring non-military sources of insecurity, 

marginalising civilian responses and distorting political priorities and 

resource allocation (e.g., Baldwin, 1997; Booth, 2005, 2007; Liotta, 2002; 

Mutimer, 2013, 2017; Wirtz, 2002). 

At the same time, other scholars have warned of the opposite danger: that 

broadening what is treated as a security issue may legitimate the extension 

of coercive state power into new domains. In this view, securitisation risks 

normalising exceptional measures and expanding the reach of 

surveillance, intrusive regulation and state control in the name of 

protection (e.g., Bigo, 2002; Cunliffe, 2012; Huysmans, 2006; Neocleous, 

2000; Wæver, 1995a, 1995b). 

Realist and other traditionalist scholars have also cautioned against 

conceptual stretching. They argue that blurring the distinction between 

threats that require armed force and those that do not risks undermining 

both strategic clarity and policy effectiveness. From this perspective, 

maintaining a clear boundary between military and non-military security 

challenges is essential to ensuring proportionate and targeted responses 

within each sphere (e.g., Nye & Lynn-Jones, 1988; Walt, 1991; see also 

Sartori, 1970). 
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Because this dissertation centres on the legitimation of soldiering, the 

empirical investigation in this dimension focuses particularly on the 

evolving use and normative boundaries of the state’s armed forces—the 

institution to which soldiers are both legally and symbolically tied. The 

purpose is to analyse how policy constructs the appropriate means of 

securing and thereby the legitimate scope, function and use of soldiers. 

This dimension is operationalised through the following analytical sub-

questions posed to the empirical material: 

• What is the country’s defence concept? 

• How are the armed forces organised, and how does defence 

spending evolve? 

• How is the role of the defence in managing domestic threats in 

peacetime articulated, and how is the role of society in defence 

constructed in security and defence policy? 

Together, these questions capture three interrelated aspects of the means 

dimension: strategic orientation, institutional organisation and civil–

military boundaries. As in the previous two dimensions, the analysis 

focuses on both articulation at specific points in time and patterns of 

continuity and change over time. 

The first question concerns the overarching strategic orientation through 

which security is to be upheld. Defence concepts reflect whether security 

is pursued primarily through collective arrangements—such as alliances 

and multilateral cooperation—or through a more independent posture 

centred on national autonomy and domestic capabilities (Baylis, Wirtz & 

Gray, 2022; Lindley-French & Boyer, 2012; Milevski, 2016; Miller, 2000; 

Neack, 2007; Sandler & Hartley, 1999). Analysing the defence concept 

makes it possible to identify whether soldiering is constructed within a 

collaborative and outward-looking security framework or within a 

nationally focused territorial defence posture. 

For example, NATO membership reflects a collective security approach in 

which states commit to mutual defence and integrated military planning 

(Forster & Cimbala, 2005). By contrast, traditional Swedish defence policy 

rested on an independent defence posture characterised by military non-

alignment, territorial defence, neutrality in war and substantial 

investment in self-reliant defence capabilities. 
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These contrasting models illustrate how different defence concepts shape 

both the role assigned to the armed forces and the forms of soldiering that 

can be presented as necessary and legitimate. 

A related distinction concerns whether the armed forces are organised and 

oriented primarily towards territorial defence or expeditionary tasks. 

Territorial defence focuses on protecting national borders, sovereignty 

and critical infrastructure. Sweden has traditionally adhered to such a 

model through the Total Defence concept, which integrates civil and 

military resources in a whole-of-society approach to deterrence and 

defence (Ångström & Ljungkvist, 2024; Berndtsson, Goldenberg & von 

Hlatky, 2023; Roelsgaard Obling et al., 2026; Wither, 2020). Expeditionary 

forces, by contrast, are structured for operations beyond national borders, 

such as peacekeeping, humanitarian interventions or missions aimed at 

countering threats at a distance (e.g., Baylis et al., 2022; Posen, 2003). The 

distinction is important because it shapes not only the tasks expected of 

soldiers, but also the grounds on which soldiering is legitimated—for 

instance, as protection of the homeland or as contribution to international 

security. 

The second question also concerns how defence resources are allocated. 

This includes attention to defence spending as a share of GDP, since 

changes in spending provide insight into political priorities, fiscal 

constraints and the material context within which manpower reforms are 

advanced. Because economic reasoning frequently plays an important role 

in the legitimation of soldiering reforms, shifts in defence expenditure 

form part of the analytical context for interpreting how such reforms are 

justified in governing discourse. 

The third question focuses on civil–military relations in the domestic 

sphere. The domestic use of the military in peacetime is often legally and 

politically restricted in order to safeguard against abuses of power and 

preserve the distinction between military defence and civilian law 

enforcement. One especially important exception concerns terrorism, 

where an increasing number of states have allowed military forces to 

support civilian authorities under exceptional circumstances. 

Traditionally, Sweden divided security responsibilities into two distinct 

spheres: in peacetime, the protection of people, property and the 

environment fell primarily within the remit of rescue services (SFS 

1986:1102, §44; Gov. Bill 1985/86:170), while civil defence was tasked with 
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protecting the same referent objects during military crisis and war. At the 

same time, Sweden’s traditional Total Defence model integrated civil and 

military resources and allowed defence assets to support civilian society 

under certain circumstances, for example in the management of major 

natural disasters.  

The extent to which defence resources may be used for domestic security 

tasks in peacetime varies across contexts and over time, and the way these 

boundaries are articulated in policy is central to defining the legitimate 

scope of use of military personnel in domestic contexts. This question thus 

pays attention to the division of labour between Swedish defence actors—

such as the Armed Forces, the Home Guard and the Voluntary Defence 

Organisations18—and other actors responsible for internal security, 

including civil crisis management authorities, emergency services and the 

role of citizens. 

Taken together, these strategic, organisational and civil–military 

dimensions shape not only how security is pursued, but also how the 

appropriate role of soldiers is defined. Part of the analysis is therefore to 

examine how the means of securing delimit which forms of soldiering are 

constructed as necessary, acceptable and legitimate. 

To illustrate how this dimension was applied in practice, consider the 

statement “No one else defends Sweden and we only defend Sweden” 

(Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 8, 34). In the analysis, this passage is read as a 

concise articulation of an independent defence concept centred on self-

reliant national defence. This articulation also shaped the legitimate scope 

of soldiering. Within such a defence concept, it was considered 

illegitimate to order individuals to serve in armed operations abroad. This 

boundary is visible, for example, in the statement that: “The question how 

far the duty to obey reaches is not simple to answer” (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, 

p. 93), followed by the clarification that a conscript is “not obliged to 

participate in operations that do not aim to defend the country” (Gov. Bill 

1994/95:6, p. 93). Traditionally, all service abroad therefore required active 

consent from both conscripted and employed personnel. 

By contrast, the 2001 declaration that “We leave the old policy of 

neutrality behind” and that threats to peace and security are best averted 

                                                           
18 The Voluntary Defence Organisations—established more than a century ago—have played a 

particularly important role in the Swedish Total Defence. Funded by the state, they were traditionally 

tasked with recruitment, the dissemination of knowledge about national defence and the provision of 

specialised training for defence personnel (Ordinance [1994:524] on Voluntary Defence Activities). 
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“through collaboration and cooperation with other countries” 

(Riksdagens protokoll 2001/02:68, p. 5) is analysed as a rearticulation of 

the strategic orientation through which security is to be upheld. Here, the 

appropriate means of securing are no longer defined primarily in terms of 

autonomy and neutrality, but in terms of active international cooperation. 

This rearticulation also directly shaped the legitimation of new governing 

choices on soldiering. Once international cooperation was articulated as 

central to Sweden’s security strategy, requiring employed personnel to 

participate in expeditionary missions could be presented as legitimate. In 

the 2001 long-term defence bill, it was stated that “The tasks and 

orientation of the Swedish Armed Forces change over time … The most 

important change for the Swedish Armed Forces is the shift toward 

significantly increased participation in international operations” (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, p. 201). Against this background, it was argued that service 

abroad should be treated as part of ordinary professional duty: “Service 

in such operations abroad must therefore be regarded as a natural part of 

the professional duties of employed personnel. The Government therefore 

takes the view that newly employed professional officers should be 

obliged to serve in the international force” (2001/02:10, p. 15). 

Another illustrative example concerns how the analysis identifies civil–

military boundary-drawing through changing articulations of the 

appropriate means for managing peacetime insecurity in the mid-1990s 

versus the early 2000s. In the 1995 defence decision, the Government 

argued that the state needed to provide stronger protection against severe 

peacetime strains and that Total Defence resources should not be 

underutilised when they could be employed to address such 

contemporary and urgent security challenges (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, pp. 82, 

para. 3.2; para. 4.2.2).  

This articulation was also reflected in the appointment of a 1997 inquiry 

to review the application of the Total Defence obligation and related duty 

arrangements. In the terms of reference, the Government stated that “The 

Riksdag, in the Total Defence decision of December 1996, took a position 

in favour of continued Total Defence obligation, while at the same time 

the demands for being able to utilise Total Defence resources in peacetime 

have increased.” It further noted that “In connection with the review that 

is now to be carried out of the application of the new obligation system, 

consideration should also be given to whether an obligation for the 

individual should be introduced to serve during severe strains on society 
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in peacetime.” This is interpreted as showing that the broadened 

articulation of security initially opened up the possibility that duty-based 

service might also be extended into the domain of peacetime societal 

security. 

By contrast, in the 2001 defence decision it was argued that threats and 

risks to society in peacetime should primarily be managed through 

resources other than those associated with military security, and that the 

exceptional measures justified for national defence were not appropriate 

for societal security in peacetime (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 38–40; Ds 

2001:44; Gov. Bill 2001/02:158). As stated in the bill, “War is such an 

exceptional situation that it motivates special regulations and 

organisational conditions that cannot be motivated by accidents or 

malicious acts etc. in peacetime society” (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 39). In 

2002, a new policy area for societal security was established and a new 

domestic crisis-management system introduced (Gov. Bill 2001/02:158, 

pp. 10, 24, 27). This is interpreted as drawing a clearer distinction between 

national security and defence, on the one hand, and societal security and 

crisis management, on the other. In line with the view that the 

extraordinary measures considered legitimate for national defence were 

not justified in the peacetime societal-security domain, the option of 

extending legal duties to service during severe peacetime strains was also 

dismissed during this period. 

Finally, when Sweden joined NATO, the defence concept changed again. 

In this new context, conscription was legitimated as necessary for 

generating the force volume required by collective defence commitments: 

“conscription … is a prerequisite for developing and maintaining a 

defence with the volume necessary to defend Sweden and its allies against 

armed attack” (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 90). Here, the analysis shows how 

a rearticulation of the appropriate means of securing—to allied collective 

defence—also reconfigured the legitimation of soldiering by presenting 

conscription as necessary not only for defending Sweden, but also for 

meeting allied obligations. 

Taken together, the three dimensions of security discussed above—

threats, referent objects and means—constitute an integrated analytical 

framework for analysing how security is constructed and reconstructed as 

a policy problem in Swedish defence policy. By tracing how these 

dimensions are articulated and interlinked, the analysis identifies the 

evolving security rationale within which soldiering is positioned as a 
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political solution. More specifically, it shows how particular security 

logics constitute certain military manpower models intelligible, 

appropriate and legitimate. 

Having operationalised how security is articulated in policy, the next step 

in the analysis is the soldiering policy and the more direct legitimation of 

governing choices within this domain. 

The soldiering solution  

This analytical dimension examines how soldiering policy develops over 

time and how governing choices within this policy area are legitimated in 

governing policy documents. To that end it pursues two closely related 

empirical tasks: first, identifying how military manpower policy changes 

over time and, second, analysing how governing choices are legitimated. 

As discussed in the Introduction chapter, democratic states generally rely 

on one of two principal models for meeting military personnel 

requirements: voluntary enlistment, incentivised through market-based 

mechanisms - primarily financial compensation - or compulsory service, 

mandated through legal obligation—that is, conscription. Each model is 

associated with distinct practical and normative advantages and 

disadvantages, which in turn shape how it may be legitimated. 

The All-Volunteer Force (AVF) model is often legitimated through 

appeals to freedom of choice, individual autonomy, professionalism, 

specialisation, and continuous military readiness. The voluntary nature of 

service is also commonly argued to foster a more motivated and 

committed force. However, the model raises concerns regarding costs and 

sustained recruitment. A common criticism is that the AVF model may 

generate an unequal distribution of military service and risk widening the 

civil–military gap. These concerns become especially salient if reliance on 

financial incentives and other benefits, such as access to education and 

healthcare, leads to recruitment disproportionately drawing from lower 

socioeconomic groups or otherwise marginalised populations. 

Conscription, by contrast, provides a robust basis for personnel supply. 

By mandating service, it offers a controllable mechanism for maintaining 

force size, long-term military readiness, and a well-organised reserve 

system. Conscription is frequently legitimated through appeals to 

collective responsibility for security and to the wider distribution of the 



83 

 

burden of military service across the population. This broad societal 

participation is, in turn, argued to create democratic anchoring. 

Conscription is also often legitimated as a form of civic education, 

fostering shared values and social cohesion. This model, however, raises 

concerns regarding individual liberty and economic efficiency, including 

broader opportunity costs for individuals, the economy, and society. 

While the choice between conscription and an all-volunteer force 

constitutes a central structuring choice in a country’s soldiering policy, it 

is far from the only governing choice involved. Within any system of 

military personnel supply, a wider range of design decisions must also be 

made, such as decisions about force size, training length and structure, 

conditions of service, the role of reserves, and the distribution of broader 

obligations across the population. Those who serve may be obligated to 

participate in international missions or confined to roles in national 

defence. Soldiers may also be assigned different roles in relation to 

domestic security in peacetime. 

Because these decisions structure who serves, under what conditions, and 

for what purposes, they are also part of shaping the reciprocal terms of the 

security contract between state and citizen and are therefore central to 

processes of legitimation. Accordingly, the scope of "soldiering policy" 

examined in the analysis covers a broader range of governing choices than 

the choice between conscription and voluntary enlistment alone. 

The first empirical task thus concerns manpower governing choices and 

asks: What have been the key reforms proposed or dismissed in the evolution of 

soldiering policy? The list below illustrates the range of governing choices 

included in this analytical dimension. 

Manpower model and intake decisions. These decisions concern the 

force composition, including decisions about how many are brought into 

service, under what conditions they serve and whether entry into service 

takes place through voluntary recruitment or conscription. Examples 

include: 

• Decisions regarding force size, training length and conditions  

• In a conscript system whether the enlistment is universal or 

partial/selective and about the balance between conscripted and 

employed personnel 
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• The conditions under which women are obligated and/or allowed 

to serve  

• Decisions to shift between compulsory training to voluntary 

military training systems 

Decisions about permissible uses of personnel. These decisions concern 

what categories of personnel may be used for which tasks. Examples 

include: 

• Conditions for participation in international missions (voluntary 

or mandatory) 

• Decisions about direct enlistment of personnel for civil defence 

tasks 

• The use of military personnel (employed and/or conscripted) in 

counterterrorism operations  

• Legal obligations linked to international military cooperation or 

NATO membership 

Boundary-maintaining decisions. These are rejected alternatives that 

help clarify the boundaries of what was presented as legitimate or feasible 

at a given time. Examples include: 

• Rejection of an all-volunteer force at certain points 

• Rejection of gender-neutral duty at certain points 

• Rejection of expanding legal obligations for broader societal 

security tasks 

• Rejection of direct training of conscripts for service abroad in 

international missions 

• Rejection of abolishing conscription entirely 

• To systematically trace how soldiering policy is reformed and 

legitimated over time, this dissertation poses the following 

analytical sub-questions to the empirical material: 

The second empirical task concerns legitimating practices and asks: How 

are these governing choices explained and supported in the governing policy 

documents? 

• What justifications—such as appeals to values, norms or 

principles—underpin the reasoning? 

• How are tensions or trade-offs between competing norms, 

values or principles articulated and managed in the policy texts? 
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This study focuses on how political authorities legitimate governing 

choices concerning the design of soldiering policy and on patterns of 

continuity and change over time. Legitimation is understood as the 

reasoning presented in governing policy documents: the arguments and 

explanations through which policy choices are made intelligible, 

appropriate and persuasive. The analysis of legitimation further examines 

the justifications invoked: the underlying values, principles and shared 

understandings that render governing decisions appropriate, necessary or 

desirable. 

This dissertation posits that, in the context of soldiering policy, 

legitimation involves aligning governing choices with the articulated 

demands of security and with broader societal values such as fairness, 

gender equality, civic duty, individual rights, democracy, fiscal 

responsibility and civil–military cohesion. In addition, this dissertation 

argues that a central feature of legitimation is the navigation of tensions 

and trade-offs between competing norms, values and priorities. The 

analysis therefore pays particular attention to how these tensions are 

constructed and managed in policy discourse—how certain values are 

prioritised, reconciled or balanced against others in ways that serve to 

rationalise and justify political decisions. For example, legitimating 

reasoning may centre on security while simultaneously weighing this 

objective against other considerations, such as the importance of 

protecting individual rights or economic efficiency. The empirical analysis 

thus explores how such trade-offs are negotiated in policy texts.  

It also considers how different governing choices are articulated in 

relation to one another and how they may function together as parts of a 

broader legitimating narrative. In this sense, legitimacy and legitimation 

may rest not only on the justification of individual reforms in isolation but 

also on how several interconnected decisions are presented as mutually 

reinforcing responses to the articulated security situation and to the 

normative demands of the security contract. 

To demonstrate how the sub-questions are applied in practice, the 

following example illustrates the operationalisation at work. In the early 

1990s, Sweden shifted from universal to partial conscription. This reform 

was legitimated through a rearticulation of the security problem: 

governing policy documents emphasised that the military threat to 

Sweden’s national security had significantly diminished. The legitimation 

further rested on the normative principle that only a military threat to 
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national security could justify conscription as an infringement on 

individual rights. Universal conscription was therefore presented as no 

longer proportionate under the changed security conditions. This 

reasoning was expressed clearly in the bill on conscript training: “In the 

Government’s view, it should primarily be the wartime organisation’s 

need for conscripts that determines how many conscripts are to be trained. 

… The purpose of universal conscription is to provide the Armed Forces 

with the personnel needed. It must not, however, become an end in itself 

that all conscripts are to be trained within the Armed Forces” (Gov. Bill 

1991/92:101, p. 6). 

The legitimacy of the reform was further supported—though presented as 

a secondary consideration—by economic reasoning. Policymakers argued 

that the cost to taxpayers of maintaining a universal conscription system 

was no longer proportionate to the security benefits it delivered. At the 

same time, however, conscription as such was presented as both necessary 

and appropriate for Sweden’s national defence. This position was 

reinforced by a delegitimation of the professional military model. As 

stated in the 1995 defence bill: “The Government wants to preserve a 

democratic people’s defence. Our defence by conscripts can never be 

replaced by a defence by profession” (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, Defence 

Minister’s introduction). The all-volunteer force model was described as 

undemocratic and as weakening the public anchoring of defence policy. 

By contrast, conscription was presented as a manpower model that would 

foster public support and strengthen citizens’ willingness to defend the 

country (försvarsvilja). 

The reform was also supported by additional decisions and adjustments 

intended to make the new system appear fairer and more workable. Men 

not selected for training remained subject to mustering and could be 

placed in the training reserve, sanctions for evasion were retained and 

changes in enlistment principles gave greater weight to willingness and 

individual preference. Easier access to unarmed service also helped 

mitigate the perception that selective conscription was arbitrary or unfair.  

In sum, partial conscription was rendered acceptable through an 

alignment between the articulated security situation, normative claims 

about proportionality and individual rights, concerns about fairness and 

democratic anchoring and considerations of economic efficiency. At the 

same time, the delegitimation of the professional military model helped 
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mark the boundaries of what could credibly be advanced as legitimate 

within the prevailing policy context. 

Taken together, this example shows how the analysis identifies and 

interprets a legitimating narrative composed of multiple interwoven 

legitimacy claims. It illustrates how legitimacy is not simply asserted but 

actively constructed and how the legitimacy of soldiering reforms is 

negotiated, maintained and contested over time. By applying this 

approach to the legitimation of soldiering policy, the study sheds light on 

the meaning-making processes through which specific models of 

soldiering are constructed and justified within a democratic security 

framework. The next section sets out how these insights are used to 

analyse the evolution of the democratic security contract. 

The security contract 

In this study, the security contract is understood as an evolving set of 

mutual expectations between the state and its citizens regarding the 

responsibilities for producing and maintaining security. It is not a formal 

or legal agreement, but rather an imagined contract whose legitimacy 

depends on its continued intelligibility and normative acceptability 

within a given political community. To maintain the legitimacy of this 

contract, policymakers must navigate competing values, manage shifting 

expectations and justify changes in the distribution of rights and 

responsibilities. 

The analysis of how the democratic security contract evolves is grounded 

in the insights generated by addressing the two research questions—

namely, how security is articulated as a policy problem and how 

soldiering policy develops and is legitimated. These two aspects are 

analysed as core elements of a country’s security contract. Together, these 

lines of inquiry illuminate how the legitimacy of state–citizen relations in 

the field of security governance is shaped, sustained and transformed over 

time. In doing so, they make it possible to analyse how public acceptance 

is secured and how the terms of the democratic security contract evolve. 

The articulation of security defines what the state commits to in its role as 

a security provider—what is to be protected, from which threats and by 

what means. These articulations establish the state’s obligations under the 

security contract. They shape public expectations, delineate the scope of 

state responsibility and provide the normative grounds upon which the 

state may be held accountable. 
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Soldiering policy, in turn, represents a central obligation placed upon the 

citizenry. While military service is not the only civic responsibility that 

may follow from security policy, it constitutes the most critical reciprocal 

obligation in this domain. Decisions about who is expected to serve and 

under what conditions directly shape how the burden of defence is 

distributed and what is required of citizens to uphold collective security. 

These obligations may be limited to taxation and civic support under an 

all-volunteer force, or they may extend to compulsory service for specific 

groups or for the broader population. 

Soldiering policy also governs which forms of civic participation are 

deemed legitimate, necessary and appropriate within the prevailing 

security framework. The security contract is, however, also a contract of 

restraint: it delineates what forms of action the state can legitimately 

demand from its citizens and what citizens accept as rightful in the pursuit 

of security. Exploring how these boundaries shift over time is therefore 

vital for understanding the evolving relationship between security, citizen 

obligations and democratic legitimacy. 

To systematically analyse the security contract and how it evolves, the 

study pays particular attention to the following analytical aspects: 

• Endurance: What core principles, norms, values or taken-for-

granted assumptions persist over time, and how do they shape 

the security contract by constraining or motivating perceived 

legitimate policy change? 

 

• Contestation and challenge: What do policy options that are 

discussed but rejected and delegitimated reveal about the security 

contract and its perceived boundaries at specific moments in 

time? 

 

• Renegotiation: What enables reforms that alter the terms of the 

security contract, and how do such changes reshape the 

relationship between state and citizen? 

To illustrate how these aspects, guide the empirical analysis, consider the 

following examples. A crucial component in analysing the security 

contract lies in the enduring assumptions embedded in policy texts. These 

assumptions are reflected in legitimation, either through explicit 

legitimacy claims or through presumptions about what the public is 
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expected to perceive as legitimate. The contract is therefore examined not 

only through overt arguments and normative claims but also through the 

identification of underlying assumptions that inform governing choices. 

One example of such an enduring assumption is the primacy of national 

security, traditionally understood in territorial and military terms. Its 

long-standing role in justifying conscription represents a foundational 

and persistent assumption on which the security contract in Sweden 

continues to rest. This core understanding of what security is and what it 

demands as a policy problem has remained stable and largely 

unchallenged across political cycles and major institutional reforms. 

Closely tied to this is the recurring emphasis on the population’s 

“willingness to defend” (försvarsvilja)—that is, the sense of civic duty to 

participate in the defence of the country. A core assumption underpinning 

policy has been that the legitimacy of conscription and, more broadly, of 

national defence capacity, relies on a widely shared sense of responsibility 

for collective security. As the soldiering system has undergone significant 

reforms over the past three decades, a persistent concern—and a factor 

both constraining and motivating change—has been how reforms are 

expected to affect the population’s willingness to participate in the 

defence of the nation. 

These enduring assumptions have continuously shaped policy 

development, helping to explain why certain options are viewed as 

normatively acceptable or strategically necessary, while others are 

deemed unfeasible or inappropriate. Both continuity and change in the 

security contract can thus be traced through these embedded 

assumptions. 

Examples of contested boundaries and instances of challenge include 

debates over expanding citizens’ legal duties. One illustrative case is the 

debate over women’s role in military service. At the beginning of the 

period under investigation, the possibility of including women in the 

conscription obligation was discussed but rejected. This is interpreted as 

showing that the prevailing system had become subject to challenge, since 

the exclusion of women from mandatory service could no longer simply 

be taken for granted. At the same time, the legitimation shows how this 

rejection was justified through a balancing of competing considerations. 

As the Government argued, “In a situation with shrinking resources, and 

where not all men in the relevant age groups will be called upon for duty, 
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there is no reason to introduce an expanded obligation” (Gov. Bill 

1994/95:6, p. 117). Women were granted full opportunity to participate in 

military service in 1995, but were not obliged to do so. 

Examples of renegotiation and reconfiguration include a series of major 

reforms: the broader articulation of security threats, the shift from 

universal to selective conscription, the suspension of conscription in 

favour of an all-volunteer model, the introduction of gender-neutral 

military duty, the reactivation of conscription and the expanded use of 

conscripted personnel abroad. These are cases in which the implications 

of the security contract were not merely clarified or adjusted but 

substantially transformed and in which the boundaries of obligation were 

redrawn. Such changes reveal normative recalibrations, new forms of 

legitimation and revised understandings of who bears the burden of 

defence and under what terms. 

Taken together, these analytical aspects make it possible to trace how the 

democratic security contract is maintained, contested, renegotiated and 

transformed over time. Table 1 summarises how this operationalisation is 

structured across the analytical dimensions of the study to answer the 

research question: How are governing choices concerning soldiering legitimated 

in policy texts, as articulations of security and its demands change over time? 
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Summary of operationalisation 

Analytical 
Dimension 

 

Analytical Questions Elements of the 
security contract 

 

Evolution of the 
contract over time 

 

Articulation of 
(in)security 

 

Security Threats  

• How are military threats articulated? 

• How are non-conventional threats 
articulated, and how are they 
constructed in relation to conventional 
military threats? 

State obligations 

 

Endurance: What 
core principles, 
norms, values or 
taken-for-granted 
assumptions persist 
over time, and how 
do they shape the 
security contract by 
constraining or 
motivating 
perceived 
legitimate policy 

change? 

 

Contestation and 
challenge: What do 
policy options that 
are discussed but 
rejected and 
delegitimated 
reveal about the 
security contract 
and its perceived 
boundaries at 
specific moments in 
time? 

 

Renegotiation: 
What enables 
reforms that alter 
the terms of the 
security contract, 
and how do such 
changes reshape 
the relationship 
between state and 

citizen? 

 

Security Referent objects  

• How is the nation-state referent 
articulated? 

• Which referent objects beyond the 
state are articulated, and how are they 
positioned in relation to national 
security and defence 

Means of securing  

• What is the country’s defence concept? 

• How are the armed forces organised, 
and how does defence spending 
evolve? 

• How is the role of the defence in 
managing domestic threats in 
peacetime articulated, and how is the 
role of society in defence constructed in 
security and defence policy? 

Manpower 
governing 

choices 

• What have been the key reforms 
proposed or dismissed in the evolution 
of soldiering policy? 

Soldiering as civic 
obligation 

 

Legitimating 
practices 

 

• How are these governing choices 
explained and supported in the 

governing policy documents? 

o What justifications—such as appeals 
to values, norms or principles—
underpin the reasoning? 

o How are tensions or trade-offs 
between competing norms, values or 
principles articulated and managed 
in the policy texts?  
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Material 

This dissertation grounds its empirical investigation in an analysis of 

Sweden’s official security and defence policy documents. These texts 

serve as critical instruments of state communication and legitimation. As 

formal policy artefacts, these documents articulate and justify strategic 

choices, embody institutional norms and expectations and delineate the 

roles and responsibilities assigned to different societal actors (Freeman & 

Maybin, 2011; Shore & Wright, 1997; Taylor, 2018). 

These official documents are particularly well suited to an interpretive 

analysis. They function as authoritative texts through which political 

actors construct security problems, rationalise policy responses and 

formulate legitimacy claims. This study engages with these materials as 

sites where meanings are produced, norms are signalled and the 

relationship between state and citizen is redefined. This methodological 

orientation aligns with established traditions of documentary research, 

which treat documents not as transparent records of reality but as socially 

produced artefacts whose meaning and significance depend on the 

contexts of their production and use (Prior, 2003; Scott, 1990). 

Although policy documents do not necessarily reach a mass readership, 

they remain central to democratic transparency. As formal and publicly 

accessible texts, they serve as authoritative reference points for 

accountability claims, political evaluations, media scrutiny and broader 

public debate. In this capacity, they not only mirror prevailing policy 

rationales but also actively shape the discourse through which defence 

and security strategies are justified and contested. This dual function—

reflective and performative—positions such documents as a rich empirical 

site for examining how legitimacy is constructed, stabilised and 

rearticulated over time. 

Sweden is a parliamentary democracy. The Government proposes most 

new policies and laws, which must receive majority support in the 

unicameral Riksdag (Swedish Parliament) to be adopted. In the area of 

national defence, the primary instruments guiding long-term strategic 

planning are the Defence Orientation Bills 

(Försvarsinriktningspropositioner). These bills establish the overarching 

direction of Sweden’s defence policy and are typically enacted every four 

years as Defence Acts or Defence Resolutions (Försvarsbeslut), marking the 

beginning of a new defence orientation period (försvarsbeslutsperiod). 
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Each long-term bill provides a comprehensive assessment of the 

prevailing security environment and an analysis of its implications for 

Sweden’s defence and security posture. These bills articulate the strategic 

direction and fiscal framework for the coming period, define the core tasks 

of the Swedish Armed Forces, set structural priorities and propose 

organisational or doctrinal reforms. 

The following is a complete list of Sweden’s long-term defence bills 

enacted between 1992 and 2024, all of which are included as core empirical 

material in this dissertation: 

• 1992: Development of the Total Defence (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102) 

• 1995 & 1996: Total Defence in Renewal (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12) and 

Total Defence in Renewal: Stage 2 (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4) – a two-part 

series 

• 1999: Changed World – Transformed Defence (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74) 

(Checkpoint)19 

• 1999: The New Defence (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30) (Checkpoint) 

• 2001: Continued Renewal of the Total Defence (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10) 

• 2004: Our Future Defence (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5) 

• 2009: A Functional Defence (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140) 

• 2015: Defence Policy Orientation – Sweden's Defence 2016–2020 (Gov. 

Bill 2014/15:109) 

• 2020: The Total Defence 2021–2025 (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30) 

• 2024: The Total Defence 2025–2030 (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34) 

These long-term Defence Orientation Bills 

(Försvarsinriktningspropositioner) constitute the backbone of Sweden’s 

defence policy and form the primary empirical foundation for this 

dissertation. Discursive (de)legitimation is identified primarily in this 

material. Their authoritative status, recurring function in (re)articulating 

security as a policy problem and role in setting out long-term direction for 

defence and manpower policy make them particularly well suited for 

tracing how soldiering policy is justified, contested and reformulated over 

time. Together with closely related defence bills and legislative20 measures 

                                                           
19 The Riksdag decided that security policy checkpoints (säkerhetspolitiska kontrollstationer) should be 

carried out during the long-term period. These checkpoints were intended to contribute to an ongoing 

political review of the security policy situation and its consequences for the preparedness, scope, 

development and renewal of the Total Defence (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 and Gov. Bill 1996/97:4). 
20 Swedish statutes are formally published in the Svensk författningssamling (SFS), the Swedish Code of 

Statutes. For readability, this dissertation refers to individual statutes in the text as "Law [year:number]" 
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introduced between major reform decisions, they provide the core set of 

texts in which the dissertation locates and analyses discursive 

(de)legitimation practices.  

In addition to this primary material, the dissertation draws on a broader 

corpus of supplementary policy documents to reconstruct the discursive 

and institutional context within which the core governing texts are 

produced. However, only statements in the primary governing 

documents are treated as acts of (de)legitimation; supplementary 

documents are used to contextualise and interpret these claims. 

Soldiering policy is treated as embedded in a wider field of meaning-

making that shapes how political authority, civic obligation and security 

needs are understood. The supplementary documents are therefore used 

to provide contextual grounding, trace how later governing choices build 

on earlier discussions and, importantly, to identify alternative options that 

were proposed, debated and subsequently discarded or delegitimated. 

This contextual corpus enables a more contextualised interpretation of the 

primary bills by situating them within the evolving policy conversation to 

which they respond and from which they draw. 

The selection of supplementary materials follows a cascading logic 

comparable to “snowballing” (Bowen, 2009). The analytical process 

begins with the long-term Defence Orientation Bills, which—consistent 

with Swedish policymaking practice—frequently reference earlier 

reports, inquiries, bills and other policy documents that they build upon 

or contest. These intertextual references function as methodological 

guideposts for identifying additional relevant documents and for 

embedding each governing bill within a continuous meaning-making 

process across time. 

A key subset of supplementary materials consists of reports from the 

Parliamentary Defence Commission (Försvarsberedningen). Swedish 

security and defence policymaking is shaped by a longstanding norm that 

emphasises broad political unity over adversarial debate. As a result, 

defence policy follows a distinct approach compared to other policy 

domains. Since 1992, it has been customary to convene a Defence 

Commission to foster cross-party consensus. This body functions as a 

consultative committee composed of representatives from all 

                                                           
(e.g., Law 1994:1809), while the bibliography lists the corresponding full SFS reference and title in 

Swedish. 
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parliamentary parties and plays a central role in formulating the strategic 

direction of defence policy. 

Before each new long-term defence bill is introduced, the Defence 

Commission is tasked with assessing major international developments 

and evaluating their implications for Swedish security. Its reports offer in-

depth policy analysis and forward-looking recommendations, which 

often serve as the foundation for the Government’s proposals. As a result, 

defence bills submitted to the Riksdag are typically pre-negotiated along 

lines of broad consensus, reflecting the Commission’s conclusions. 

The analysis also draws upon the terms of reference and reports from 

public inquiries. Public inquiries play a pivotal role in the Swedish 

policymaking process. Before drafting a legislative proposal, the 

Government frequently appoints an inquiry to examine the issue in depth. 

Of special interest for the analysis are the terms of reference 

(kommittédirektiv) from the Government that define the inquiry’s scope 

and objectives. The commissions of inquiry are conducted either by 

individual experts or by formal committees. Of particular importance are 

parliamentary-assembled committees composed of representatives from 

multiple political parties, which carry greater influence in shaping 

legislative outcomes. Findings from government-appointed commissions 

of inquiry are published in the Swedish Government Official Reports 

series (Statens offentliga utredningar, SOU). 

In addition, a limited selection of other sources is included to provide 

broader contextual understanding. These materials—such as written 

communications from the Government to the Riksdag 

(Regeringsskrivelser),21 written communications from the Riksdag to the 

Government (Riksdagsskrivelser),22 parliamentary committee reports 

(utskottsbetänkanden),23 parliamentary protocols (Riksdagens protokoll), fact 

sheets and press releases issued by the Ministry of Defence or the 

                                                           
21 A regeringsskrivelse or skrivelse (abbreviated Skr.) is a written communication from the Government 

to the Riksdag. It typically outlines the Government’s views on a specific issue or describes how it has 

worked, or plans to work, within a particular policy area. A skrivelse does not contain any proposals 

requiring a decision by the Riksdag. 
22 A Riksdagsskrivelse (abbreviated Rskr) is an official communication from the Swedish Riksdag to the 

Government, informing it of decisions adopted by the Riksdag. 
23 Parliamentary committee reports (utskottsbetänkande) are reports from one of the Riksdag’s 

committees that contain reasoned proposals on how the Riksdag should decide on a particular matter, 

such as a government bill. 
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Government—are not analysed systematically, but are referenced 

selectively where relevant to complement the primary empirical material. 

Sweden’s longstanding tradition of transparent policymaking and the 

public availability of official documents make it uniquely amenable to in-

depth interpretive analysis. This openness provides the empirical 

foundation for systematically examining how soldiering is legitimated 

over time. 

All empirical materials were sourced from publicly accessible digital 

archives maintained by the Swedish Government, the Parliament and 

relevant national authorities. The analysis was conducted primarily on 

original documents in Swedish. Where available, official English 

summaries were consulted for supplementary reference. All quotations 

cited in the dissertation have been translated from Swedish into English 

by the author to preserve the original meaning and ensure consistency 

throughout the analysis. 

Structure of the empirical chapters 

The empirical analysis is organised around four major turning points in 

Sweden’s soldiering policy, each of which forms the basis for one 

empirical chapter. This periodisation is analytically motivated, as each 

turning point corresponds to a major reconfiguration of the manpower 

system and thus to a significant renegotiation of the security contract. 

These moments are particularly important for analysing legitimation, 

since they bring governing choices, justificatory reasoning and the 

boundaries of acceptable reform into especially clear view. 
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Period I (1992-1998): The shift from universal to partial male 

conscription24 

Period II (1999-2008): The introduction of the so-called modernised 

duty25  

Period III (2009-2012): The transition to an all-volunteer force26  

Period IV (2013-2024): The introduction of a hybrid manpower model 

combining gender-neutral conscription with employed soldiers.27 

The empirical chapters follow the same overall structure. To contextualise 

policy developments in each period, each chapter begins with a brief 

overview of the wider international security environment. These 

overviews are not intended as exhaustive background accounts but rather 

to situate Swedish policy discourse within its broader temporal context. 

Each chapter then begins by analysing how security is articulated and 

rearticulated as a policy problem. The analysis subsequently turns to the 

development and legitimation of soldiering policy. These sections are 

organised around the key reforms that were proposed, adopted or rejected 

during the period and examine how the resulting governing choices were 

legitimised in policy texts. Particular attention is paid to the normative 

justifications invoked in support of these choices and to how tensions or 

trade-offs between competing norms, values and principles are 

articulated and managed. Each chapter concludes by reflecting on what 

these developments reveal about the evolving democratic security 

contract, with particular attention to endurance, contestation and 

challenge and renegotiation. 

  

                                                           
24 This period corresponds to two long-term bills: The Total Defence’s Development (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102) 

from 1992 and the two-part bill Total Defence in Renewal (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12) and Total Defence in Renewal: 

Stage 2 (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4) from 1995 and 1996. 
25 This period corresponds two checkpoint bills: Changed World – Transformed Defence (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74) 

and The New Defence (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30) from 1999, and one long-term defence bill Continued Renewal 

of the Total Defence (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10) from 2001. 
26 This period includes two long-term defence decisions. Our Future Defence (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5) from 2004 

and A Functional Defence (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140) from 2009. 
27 This period includes three long-term defence bills: Defence Policy Orientation – Sweden's Defence 2016–

2020 (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109) from 2015, The Total Defence 2021–2025 (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30) from  2020 and  

The Total Defence 2025–2030 (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34) from  2024.  
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Chapter 4: Period I (1992-

1998) 
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Introduction – from universal to partial male conscription  

This chapter discusses how Sweden’s security and soldiering policy 

developed during the period from 1992 to 1998. The collapse of the Soviet 

Union in 1991, the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and the fall of the Berlin 

Wall heralded the end of the Cold War, concluding the bipolar world 

order that had shaped security and defence policies for decades. These 

events marked the beginning of a period that ushered in significant 

transformations in the understanding of security. 

The 1990s were characterised by a diverse and evolving global security 

landscape. The dissolution of Yugoslavia led to conflicts in Bosnia and 

Kosovo, emphasising the challenges of managing nationalism and ethnic 

tensions. The Gulf War influenced how the character of war developed 

and highlighted the politics and complexities of international 

intervention. Additionally, growing concerns about terrorism, 

exemplified by events like the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, 

underscored the role of non-state actors. Nuclear proliferation, 

particularly in North Korea, raised questions about international efforts to 

control the spread of nuclear weapons. The international community 

grappled with responding to mass atrocities, notably the genocides in 

Srebrenica and Rwanda in 1995 and 1994 respectively, prompting 

discussions on the role of international organisations in preventing such 

atrocities. Furthermore, technological advances in communication 

systems brought attention to cybersecurity issues. 

In Sweden, the government in 1992, just months after the Soviet Union’s 

demise, presented a new long-term defence bill, The Total Defence’s 

Development (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102).28 The understanding of security still 

remained conventional and narrowly focused on Total Defence against 

military threats to national security. The threat of invasion was, however, 

now at its lowest level since the end of the Second World War, and the 

East–West conflict was phasing out. Caution marked the policy, with the 

central question being how stable the détente was. 

                                                           
28 In the autumn of 1991, the cabinet of Carl Bildt took office. It was the government of Sweden from 4 

October 1991 to 7 October 1994 and a centre-right coalition majority government composed of the 

Moderate Party, the Centre Party, the Liberal People’s Party and the Christian Democrats. In September 

1994, a new general election was held and the Swedish Social Democratic Party returned to power, 

forming a minority government. The defence bills were prepared by the Social Democratic government 

in close cooperation with the Centre Party. 
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The following Defence Bill covered the period 1997–2001 and was 

outlined in two phases. The first bill, Total Defence in Renewal (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12), was introduced in the autumn of 1995. The second part, Total 

Defence in Renewal: Stage 2 (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4), was presented in the 

autumn of 1996 alongside the bill Planning for Severe Peacetime Emergencies 

(Gov. Bill 1996/97:11). With these bills, a substantial rearticulation of 

security began and a broader understanding of threats and a more holistic 

approach to achieving and upholding security were introduced. 

The rearticulation of the security problem during this period paved the 

way for a significant reform of Sweden’s traditional military manpower 

model. Sweden decided to shift from universal male conscription to a 

system of partial conscription. This period also saw the introduction of 

other significant reforms, most notably the establishment of the Total 

Defence Duty, which for the first time allowed women to apply for 

military training and to be conscripted on equal terms with men. 

Moreover, unarmed service was redefined, moving from an exceptional 

arrangement to a matter of choice within the framework of civil defence. 

This chapter examines how these evolving security needs were 

articulated, how the reconfigured military manpower system was 

legitimised in policy texts and what the transformation reveals about the 

changing nature of the security contract between the Swedish state and its 

citizens. 

Security threats  

Between 1992 and 1995, Swedish security discourse shifted from a narrow 

to a broader understanding of threat. In 1992, change was primarily 

articulated as a reduced or altered level of threat within a traditional 

security articulation; by 1995, the security environment was described as 

fundamentally transformed, requiring a broader understanding of what 

could count as a threat. 

 

In the 1992 Defence Bill, security threats were narrowly articulated in 

terms of war or risks associated with international military conflict. Non-

military issues were discussed in security policy only when they could 

potentially lead to, or were linked with, military threats to national 

security (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 92).  

The dissolution of the Soviet Union was described as an event of historic 

dimension (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 19) and as signalling a definitive shift: 
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“A path back to the old does not exist” (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 8). It was 

also stated that currently no country in Europe had the military capacity 

for a large-scale attack. (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 9). 

However, uncertainty and caution regarding future security 

developments characterised the analysis in the policy. The emerging 

security environment was described as unpredictable, complex and 

rapidly evolving, with new states taking shape, each exhibiting varying 

degrees of internal stability and potential for conflict. There was therefore 

a stated concern that developments could become turbulent. In addition, 

the policy text expressed fear that the military threat from Russia might 

resurface. Taken together - was it argued in the policy - that making a firm 

long-term prognosis regarding military threats was not feasible (Gov. Bill 

1991/92:102, pp. 4, 8, 20–21). 

A military attack was understood as the most serious threat to national 

security and the fundamental premise of Total Defence planning (Gov. Bill 

1991/92:102, p. 38). In light of the current security environment, however, 

it was argued that the military threat in focus should be understood as a 

rapid, strategic and more limited attack, relying on high-quality resources 

and making maximum use of surprise (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 9). 

In the next long-term defence bill, by contrast, the security situation was 

described as fundamentally altered, necessitating a broader and different 

understanding of what should be considered a threat (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

paras. 2.3.2, 3.4.1, 4.1.2, see also Ds 1995:28) The most serious threat 

remained the risk of strategic military attacks (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, paras. 

2.3.2, 3.4.1, 4.1.2), but it was argued that maintaining a narrow military 

definition of threats was obsolete: 

To view security only from a military perspective at the brink of the 

third millennium is out-dated. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, The Defence 

Minister’s Introduction)  

The increasing integration in post-Cold War Europe was seen as generally 

beneficial for security, but paradoxically, it was also described as leading 

to new shared insecurities. Therefore, it was argued that both 

international and transnational threats surrounding Sweden should be 

considered to a greater extent. Military threats were increasingly seen as 

coexisting and interacting with non-military threats. Furthermore, 

technological advancements were influencing the conduct of warfare, 
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with potential adversaries expected to exploit vulnerabilities in modern 

society and critical infrastructure (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, pp. 108–109, see 

also para. 2.2.2, see also Ds 1995:28, 1995). 

The most crucial aspect of the rearticulation was that it was now argued 

that peacetime issues within the country’s borders could be perceived as 

security threats, even if they were not military threats to the state’s 

sovereignty. 

Nationally, we shall be able to meet military threats that directly 

affect Sweden. Most severe among them are an armed attack against 

our country’s freedom and autonomy. We shall also prevent and be 

able to manage situations that, while not directly threatening 

Sweden’s freedom and autonomy, still can mean severe national 

hardships or risks. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 para 2.3.1) 

In constructing internal peacetime issues as threats, comparison with 

traditional threats played a central role, and they were articulated within 

a discourse of national security. It was argued that unconventional threats, 

like traditional external military threats, represented a risk to national 

security and that a wider concept of threat should be introduced that 

included everything that could affect Sweden’s national security (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, paras. 2.1.8 and 3.2.1). 

In the same manner as an armed attack against our country, these 

non-military threats and hardships constitute risks for our country 

and our national security (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, the Defence Minsters 

introduction). 

A discursive shift, however, took place between the two different stages 

of the Defence Bill, reflecting an ongoing meaning-making process in 

terms of how to understand internal peacetime threats. Instead of 

describing them as threats to national security, they were described as 

being about societal security in Sweden. It was explained in the policy that 

the prefix “national” would give the wrong impression that the scope of 

the challenges—such as major accidents, natural disasters or sabotage 

referred to by the term—must affect and/or hamper the whole country to 

be labelled as threats (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12; Gov. Bill 1996/97:11).  

With this rearticulation, it was acknowledged that defining exactly what 

should be considered relevant to the security policy and not had become 

harder. It was stated that it can 
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be difficult to draw clear boundaries between what constitutes risks 

in peacetime and what should be considered relevant to security 

policy. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 para 2.1.8 p. 31)  

During this period, the situation was hence described as more secure from 

a military perspective than during the Cold War, but it was also argued 

that new risks and dangers to the country and its people had emerged. By 

the mid-1990s, the articulation of threats had changed and broadened 

significantly. They were now articulated as being military and non-

military, wartime and peacetime, direct and indirect, foreign, domestic 

and transnational in character, coming from states as well as non-state 

actors. Many of the issues now discussed as threats in security policy did 

not, in addition, derive from an actor with hostile intent but were the 

consequence of major accidents, pandemics and natural disasters (Gov. 

Bill 1995/96:12, para. 2.1.8). 

A new hierarchy was also articulated among security threats and 

challenges. Threats to societal security were defined within the spectrum 

of situations covered by the broader security policy concept. These newly 

labelled threats were identified as more severe than normal everyday 

peacetime hardships—which were not considered security and defence 

problems—but of a lower magnitude than traditional threats to national 

security (Gov. Bill 1996/97:11, para. 3; Bet. 1996/97:FöU5, Rskr. 

1996/97:203). Defending Sweden against an armed attack remained 

underscored as the fundamental rationale and most important task of 

Total Defence. It was stated that the risk of war can never be excluded as 

long as states or systems of states are responsible for their own security. 

Consequently, the articulation of threats was broadened and heightened 

attention was given to various threats beyond the military realm, although 

the military threat to national security continued to be regarded as the 

most significant (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 2.1.8). 

Taken together, the analysis shows that during the early post–Cold War 

period, threats were still primarily articulated in traditional military 

terms, but the scope of security policy was gradually broadened to include 

peacetime, non-military and transnational risks. This illustrates how new 

categories of threats were discursively constructed in relation to the 

traditional military threat, producing a hierarchy in which societal 

security was acknowledged as relevant yet consistently subordinated to 

national defence against armed attack. 
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Security referent objects 

In the bill from 1992, the articulation of the referent objects of Sweden’s 

security and defence policy was largely the same as it had been since the 

Defence Act of 1968 (Gov. Bill 1968:110, p. 62). The referent object was 

understood almost exclusively in terms of traditional nation-state security 

and articulated as the protection of the nation’s sovereignty against 

external military threats.  

Sweden’s security policy ultimately aims to preserve our country’s 

freedom and national autonomy.29 Our security policy objective is 

to, at all times and in the ways we independently choose, secure our 

freedom to act – as a separate nation or in self-selected cooperation 

with other countries – in order to develop our society politically, 

economically, socially, culturally and in every other aspect.  (Gov. 

Bill 1991/92:102 pp. 34 and p. 8) 30. 

The specification of what Sweden’s Total Defence should protect also 

demonstrates the traditional understanding of the security referent object. 

The Total Defence objectives were: 

• to prevent Sweden from being drawn into an external military 

crisis or war, 

•  to protect the country against the effects of war and 

•  to secure for the country essential supplies. (Gov. Bill 

1991/92:102, p. 38) 

 

The more specific tasks for the military part of Total Defence were 

formulated as: 

• uphold the territorial integrity by deterring and being able to meet 

a military attack. (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 39)  

                                                           
29 Comment on translation: “nationellt oberoende” is here translated to national autonomy”; självständighet” 

is translated to independence.  
30  In the 1968 defence decision, the Riksdag decided to express the ultimate goals of Swedish security 

policy as follows: 

"Sweden's security policy, like that of other countries, aims to preserve the country's autonomy. Therefore, 

our security policy goal should be to ensure national freedom of action in all situations and in forms we 

choose, to preserve and develop our society within our borders in political, economic, social, cultural and 

every other respect according to our own values, and in connection with this, to work externally for 

international détente and peaceful development." (Gov. Bill 1968:110, p. 62). 
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The civil component of the Total Defence was tasked with two key 

responsibilities:    

• supporting the Armed Forces and securing essential supplies 

during crises and war, and 

•  protecting the civilian population, broadly, from the effects of 

war and warlike scenarios. 

It was also emphasised that, in order to achieve these defence objectives, 

it was crucial for key societal functions to be maintained during crises and 

conflicts (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 39–40). Thus, the protection of societal 

functions was not articulated as an end in itself but rather as a means to 

support military security. 

Externally, working towards détente, disarmament, cooperation and 

democratic development, along with contributing to continued peace and 

stability in the Nordic region and adjacent areas, was described as 

important elements of security policy. However, these objectives were not 

primarily articulated as referents in their own right. Instead, it was stated 

that the ultimate purpose of achieving these goals was to reduce the risk 

of Sweden being drawn into war or conflict (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 8, 

38). 

In 1995, the main objective of security policy was formulated similarly, as 

national security and the preservation of the state’s sovereignty:  

Sweden’s security policy ultimately aims to preserve our country’s 

freedom and autonomy. Our security policy objective is to, at all 

times and in the ways we independently choose, secure our 

freedom to act—both as an individual nation and in cooperation—

in order to develop our society. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 para 2.3.1) 

Also in this dimension, however, the policy texts show an ongoing 

rearticulation of security. It was argued that Sweden’s security interests 

existed at different, interconnected levels, that the security of countries 

and individuals was increasingly intertwined and that security policy 

must encompass not only national military security but also the security 

of individuals in peacetime. Sweden’s security should thus now be 

understood in a wider perspective (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, paras. 2.2.2 and 

3.2.1). It was argued that one way to define security was that it threatens 

key referents in an “unacceptable way”: 
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A common denominator for that which we perceive as threats and 

risks is that some event or condition affects the international 

community, our nation, the country’s population, important 

functions in society or our living environment in an unacceptable 

way. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 para 3.2.1) 

The developing wider understanding of the referent was also 

demonstrated by the fact that two new core tasks were added for Total 

Defence. For the Armed Forces, the tasks were now stated to be to:  

• defend Sweden against armed attack 

• assert our territorial integrity 
• carry out international peace supporting missions  

• assist under severe national peacetime stresses for the 

Swedish society (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 para 4) 

The civil defence was tasked to:  

• protect the civil population, secure vital supplies, ensure 

essential society functions and 

• contribute to the Armed Forces capacity in a situation of 

armed attack and war in other parts of world 

• be able to carry out international peace supporting and 

humanitarian missions and 

• strengthen society’s overall capacity to manage severe 

national stresses in peace.  (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 para 4.2.2) 

In addition, it was stated that Sweden’s security policy should aim to 

prevent human suffering and assist vulnerable people beyond its borders 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, Defence Minister’s Introduction). The increasing 

focus on common security was legitimised as a continuation of Sweden’s 

long tradition of promoting peace, disarmament and democratic, socially 

and economically sustainable development (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 

2.3.1). However, when international missions became one of the main 

tasks of Total Defence for the first time, this was primarily justified by the 

argument that national security had become increasingly dependent on 

external security. It was argued that Sweden’s security could only be 

ensured through common security (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, Defence 

Minister’s Introduction). 

Thus, common security was primarily articulated as a means of achieving 

national security. The new emphasis on internal peacetime security, by 

contrast, was articulated as a distinct referent within the broader object of 
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Sweden’s security. As noted above, the understanding and articulation of 

this sphere of security were still evolving, with a noticeable shift between 

the two parts of the long-term defence bills. Initially, societal security in 

peacetime was articulated as an aspect of national security, referring to 

protection against non-existential threats to the sovereign state. However, 

this national discourse was subsequently dropped. Instead, societal 

security was defined as the safeguarding of essential societal functions, 

core values and situations that posed significant risks to lives, public 

safety, public health and the environment or property (Gov. Bill 

1996/97:11, paras. 4 and 5.1).  

Compared to the 1992 Defence Bill, the 1995/96 articulation of security 

policy objectives hence widened and placed increased emphasis on 

international common security interests and internal peacetime societal 

security (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 3.2.1). These objectives, however, 

continued to be constructed as part of protecting the traditional referent 

“Sweden”, with state security remaining the unchallenged primary 

objective of security and defence policy. 

Taken together, the analysis shows that the nation state remained the 

undisputed core referent object, articulated in terms of sovereignty, 

autonomy and territorial integrity. At the same time, new referents began 

to emerge: international peace was introduced but primarily framed as a 

means of reducing risks to Sweden, while societal security in peacetime 

was gradually articulated as a distinct referent. This illustrates how 

alternative referents supplemented, rather than displaced, the primacy of 

the state, broadening the security agenda while preserving national 

survival as the ultimate objective. 

How to achieve and uphold security  

Sweden introduced a policy of neutrality in 1810, and the neutrality 

doctrine shaped foreign policy and security strategy throughout the 19th 

and 20th centuries. The neutrality doctrine meant abstaining not only 

from military alliances but also, crucially, required convincing other 

nations of Sweden’s commitment to non-alignment in any future conflict. 

As a result, Sweden also refrained from joining international 

organisations that could be seen to undermine its neutral stance (Agrell, 

1991; Andrén, 1984; Huldt & Andrén, 1986; Brommesson, Ekengren, & 

Michalski, 2022). 
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This started to changed when Sweden in 1991 applied for membership in 

the European Community (EC). In the 1992 long-term defence bill this was 

described as a historic decision:  

Stepping into the core of European cooperation is a step of historic 

significance for Sweden. (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 35) 

The decision was legitimated by articulating it as a response to the 

changed security environment. Following the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, a return to the security policy conditions that had characterised 

most of the post-war period in Europe was ruled out, and the new security 

situation was described as providing improved conditions for developing 

and deepening cooperation among European states (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, 

pp. 8, 35). It was therefore argued that there now existed “a historic 

opportunity to establish a European order of freedom and cooperation” 

(Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 35). 

This emerging approach was also accompanied by a significant, yet subtle, 

modification in the formulation of the neutrality doctrine. For decades, 

the doctrine had proclaimed that Sweden was non-aligned in peacetime 

and would remain neutral in the event of war. The revised formulation 

instead stated that Sweden was militarily non-aligned, with the aim of 

preserving the option of neutrality in the event of war in its vicinity. In the 

1992 defence bill, this was articulated as follows: 

Swedish security policy is being reshaped in a changing Europe. 

The new political situation creates new opportunities for 

participation also in foreign and security policy cooperation with 

other European states. However, the strategic realities in the 

northern European and North Atlantic area mean that the hard core 

of our security policy remains military non-alignment, with its 

obligation to maintain a satisfactory defence capability so that we 

can remain neutral in the event of war in our immediate vicinity. 

(Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 8; see also Utrikesdeklarationen 1992) 

This formulation of the neutrality doctrine — military non-alignment in 

peacetime, aimed at neutrality in the event of war — persisted until 

Sweden abandoned the explicit ambition of neutrality in the early 2000s. 
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An unquestioned clear boundary for the now more active international 

strategy was, however, any form of mutual defence guarantees. In the 

defence bill from 1992, it was declared that:  

No one else defends Sweden, and only we defend Sweden. (Gov. 

Bill 1991/92:102, p. 8 and p. 34) 

It was argued this was the optimal strategy to serve Sweden’s security 

policy interests in the evolving security landscape. 

Military non-alignment is, also in the changed Europe, the national 

security policy framework that overall best is able to cater for 

Sweden’s security policy interests. Sweden’s military non-

alignment, with the objective that our country shall be able to 

remain neutral if a war breaks out in our vicinity, remains. (Gov. 

Bill 1995/96:12 Para 2.3.1) 

Following a referendum, Sweden finally joined the European Union in 

1995. Within the EU, Sweden advocated for security cooperation on an 

intergovernmental basis, distinct from member states’ territorial defence 

(e.g., Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, paras. 4.3.4 and 4.4.4). 

Sweden also continued to highlight the importance of maintaining an 

independent deterrence capacity. It was argued that, for Sweden’s 

neutrality to be respected, the country needed a robust territorial defence 

capable of credibly demonstrating both the intent and the capability to 

defend its territory in the event of an attack (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 38). 

The deterrence strategy was built on creating a threshold effect, signalling 

that any attempt by an aggressor to exploit the country would come at a 

cost disproportionate to any potential benefits. While primarily focused 

on defending Sweden, this self-defence capacity was also described as 

contributing to regional stability. It was argued that a neutral Sweden 

with a strong national defence capacity was a way to foster peace (Gov. 

Bill 1991/92:102, p. 38; Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, paras. 2.3.1 and 3.3.2). 

Despite maintaining the independent defence strategy, there was also an 

increasingly strong understanding that Sweden’s security was becoming 

more dependent on, and interconnected with, collective security 

frameworks. By 1995, it was argued that most countries had already 

adopted a broader understanding of security, wherein international 

cooperation and integration were seen as essential for achieving both 

common and national security. Sweden’s security strategy was described 
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as encompassing both a national and an international dimension (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, para. 2.1.8). 

Sweden affects its security situation partly through strictly national 

measures and partly through international actions to promote 

common security. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 32) 

Following this, Sweden engaged more actively in international efforts to 

promote common security, portrayed as a means of reinforcing its own 

national security. It was stated that international operations should 

become a regular component of Sweden’s Total Defence strategy, and the 

armed forces were reformed and reorganised to align with this objective 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, Defence Minister’s Introduction; Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, para. 2.1.8). 

In line with the ambition to take part more actively in international 

cooperation, the government’s mandate to send armed personnel abroad 

for training, exercises and missions was also expanded. The Swedish 

government has the authority to deploy the armed forces in response to a 

military threat against the country. For other uses of the military, the 

government requires a mandate from the Riksdag (RF Chap. 10, §9).31 The 

mandate can either be given for a specific case or through legislation that 

regulates a broader category of cases. Such a mandate by law, which 

allowed the government to send troops abroad, already existed for 

missions under UN leadership but was expanded to participation in 

OSCE-led missions (Law 1992:1153). This was legitimised by the 

argument that Sweden had a strong security interest in taking part in the 

cooperation taking place within the OSCE framework. It was further 

argued that, for practical reasons, a mandate by law was needed, as the 

time pressure when deploying a task force was often high (Gov. Bill 

1992/93:77)32   

                                                           
31 According to Chapter 10, Section 9, first paragraph of the Swedish Constitution (the Instrument of 

Government), the Government may deploy armed forces in the event of an armed attack against the 

country. Otherwise, Swedish armed forces may only be deployed in combat or sent to another country if 

Parliament approves it, if it is authorised by law specifying the conditions for the action, or if an obligation 

to take such action follows from an international agreement or commitment approved by the Riksdag. 
32 This also meant that the previous unit organised within the Armed Forces called the “preparedness 

force for UN service” (beredskapsstyrkan för FN-tjänst, formally created, see Gov. Bill 1964:81) was 

transformed into a task force for foreign missions within the Armed Forces (utlandsstyrkan inom 

Försvarsmakten) that remained in place until the shift was made to the employment of all staff in period 

3.  
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Sweden’s participation in various forms of international security 

collaboration not only became more active but also involved a more 

heavily armed force as the type of operations the armed forces 

participated in transformed.33 Sweden participated in United Nations 

peacekeeping initiatives in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina during 

the Yugoslav Wars as part of the United Nations Protection Force 

(UNPROFOR) from 1993 to 1995. During the transition of authority to 

NATO, Sweden took part in its first NATO-led peace enforcement mission 

with IFOR from 1995 to 1996.34 It was argued that international missions 

had evolved and that peace enforcement had become more essential. 

Peace enforcement often exceeds the capacity of peacekeeping and is 

carried out by more heavily armed forces. Sweden’s participation in peace 

enforcement operations was legitimised as a way to ensure Sweden’s 

global interests. It was argued that, in order to preserve the UN’s leading 

role and to prevent peace enforcement operations from becoming too 

dominated by the great powers, smaller states such as Sweden must also 

participate in peace enforcement operations (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 

6.1.3; see also para. 2.1.7). 

Furthermore, Sweden’s participation in peace enforcement operations 

was legitimised in the policy as a way to display Sweden’s military 

capability. It was argued that participation in peace enforcement 

operations requiring qualified resources would be favourable for 

Sweden’s international reputation and a way to gain respect for Sweden’s 

capacity, and therefore also increase Sweden’s security. It was also 

emphasised in the legitimation that Sweden’s participation in peace 

enforcement operations was subject to thorough democratic control, 

requiring case-by-case approval by the Riksdag (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

para. 3.3.1). 

Sweden also joined NATO’s new Partnership for Peace (PfP) programme 

in 1994. As a result, the Government was first authorised to send armed 

personnel to participate in training and exercises for peacekeeping 

activities abroad (Gov. Bill 1993/94:244; Skr. 1993/94:207; Law 1994:588 on 

education for peacekeeping) and then, in 1996, also to send armed 

                                                           
33 Peace support operations include both peacekeeping and peace enforcement. Peacekeeping, under 

Chapter VI of the UN Charter, relies on the consent of parties, limits force to self-defence and focuses on 

monitoring ceasefires or peace agreements. Peace enforcement, authorised under Chapter VII, does not 

require consent and allows the use of force beyond self-defence to implement Security Council mandates. 
34 IFOR was a multinational force created on a one-year mandate when the authority was transferred to 

relieve the UN peacekeeping force UNPROFOR (see Security Council Resolution 1031), which had 

originally arrived in 1992. IFOR was followed by SFOR until 2004. 
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personnel abroad more broadly for training in peace-support activities — 

reflected in the law's renaming from 'peacekeeping' (fredsbevarande) to 

'peace-support' (fredsfrämjande) activities — as it was argued that the PfP 

would increasingly focus on these tasks (Gov. Bill 1995/96:37; Law 

1994:588, as amended by Law 1996:402; SFS 1996:402). 

In 1992, Sweden’s defence strategy was centred on a strong and 

independent national territorial defence (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 8, 10, 

34). However, the policy emphasised that the evolving threat landscape 

made modernisation necessary and feasible, advocating investments in 

personnel quality and advanced technology rather than relying on mass. 

This shift was presented as a justification for increasing the defence 

budget, even as Sweden faced a rapidly escalating economic recession 

(Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 6; see also Gov. Bill 1992/93:77). Despite this, 

defence spending as a percentage of Sweden’s GDP decreased from 2.4% 

in 1992 to 2.3% in 1994 (SIPRI, 2026). 

The subsequent defence bill proposed a substantial reduction in defence 

spending, resulting in a ten per cent decrease and bringing the budget 

down to approximately 2% of GDP. In the policy text, it was argued that 

an assessment of the country’s security situation and the threats and risks 

Sweden may face justified this reduction in defence costs. The decision 

was further legitimised by the argument that Sweden’s reduction aligned 

with a broader positive international trend of significant cuts in defence 

expenditure following the radical improvement of the security situation 

in Europe. 

Our country neither can nor should stand aside from this security-

politically motivated international development towards reduced 

defence costs.” … “That Sweden, like many other countries, has 

lowered its defence expenditures is positive. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

p. 5) 

The legitimating practice also built on the argument in the policy text that 

the population’s perception of legitimacy was tied to economic efficiency 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, paras. 2.3.2, 3.3.3 and 3.4.1, p. 82; SIPRI).  

The Swedish people's strong will to defend and trust35 in the defence 

rests on the knowledge that we have a reassuring defence against 

threats of aggression and national stresses, but also on the legitimate 

demand that the costs of this defence be subjected to the same 

                                                           
35 Swedish: förtroende 
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rigorous scrutiny as other public spending (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, The 

Defence Minster’s Introduction, p. 5)  

To balance security demands with economic efficiency, the so-called 

adaptability principle played a central role in the planning of the defence. 

This principle, maintained until the 2009 defence decision, meant that 

Sweden’s military capacity should align with potential regional threats, 

while ensuring the capability to rapidly strengthen the defence if the 

security situation deteriorated (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102; 1995/96:12, para. 

3.4.1; 1998/99:4 RR7). 

After 1995, the primary focus of defence organisation shifted towards how 

the Total Defence system should adapt to unconventional threats (Gov. 

Bill 1995/96:12, section 3.1, part 2; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4; Bet. 1996/97:FöU1). 

A “holistic approach” to achieving and upholding security was 

introduced. This meant that military and civil defence should take on 

security tasks internally as well as externally, and that the capacity to 

manage threats and risks in war and peace should be more integrated 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 4.2.1; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, para. 7.1). Protecting 

people, property and the environment from accidents had previously 

been a responsibility within the area of rescue services in peacetime, while 

tasks for civil defence included protecting the same referents in war (SFS 

1986:1102, §44; Gov. Bill 1985/86:170). It was now decided that Total 

Defence resources, especially civil defence resources, should be better 

utilised to strengthen society’s capacity to prevent and manage severe 

peacetime emergencies when the rest of society’s resources were 

insufficient and needed to be complemented (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 91 

and paras. 2.1.8 and 4.2.1; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, para. 5). 

The legitimation for the holistic approach built on the argument that, with 

the rise of unconventional threats, the state’s role extended beyond merely 

protecting the population from the effects of war, necessitating updated 

strategies and resources. It was also claimed in the policy text that the 

state’s capacity to ensure security during times of peace needed to be 

strengthened to maintain public support and the population’s strong 

willingness to defend the country (“försvarsvilja”). This policy change 

was hence legitimised as a matter of fulfilling the state’s responsibility in 

a new security context, reflecting an assumption about the security 

contract. Additionally, the legitimacy of security and defence policy was 

again claimed to depend on the efficient use of public resources. With the 

military threat diminished, it was argued that costly Total Defence 
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resources should not be underutilised when they could be employed to 

address other contemporary and urgent security challenges. It was argued 

that, taken together, the holistic approach would strengthen overall 

security while simultaneously improving economic efficiency—

ultimately delivering more security at a lower cost (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

pp. 82, para. 3.2, para. 4.2.2). 

The holistic approach, including the designation of peacetime security as 

a new main task for Total Defence, can thus be seen as modifying the 

traditional meaning of Total Defence, which, according to law, was 

narrowly defined as activities to uphold national security against war 

(Law 1992:1403). At the same time, it was made clear that peacetime 

security was a secondary task for the defence and that resources could not 

be used in ways that would detract from their primary traditional task of 

protecting national security (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, pp. 50–51). Managing 

peacetime threats was therefore articulated as a matter of security, but not 

of defence. 

 it should be emphasised that it concerns issues that are within the 

frame of the broader security concept but outside the traditional 

Total Defence concept. (Gov. Bill 1996/97:11 para 4.2) 

The analysis shows that the conclusion drawn was that, for the state to 

fulfil the security contract, it needed to provide better protection for the 

population in peacetime. The evolving security situation demanded 

coordination and leadership from the state in the establishment of a new 

system to ensure societal security (Gov. Bill 1996/97:11, paras. 3 and 4.2; 

see also Bet. 1996/97 FöU5, Rskr. 1996/97:203). However, the precise 

approach to ensuring societal security in peacetime, particularly in 

relation to the Total Defence organisation, was still under development 

during the period addressed in this chapter. 

Taken together, in this period Sweden’s defence concept was defined by 

military non-alignment and the continued ambition to remain neutral in 

wartime. Security relied on a strong and credible territorial defence as a 

deterrence strategy. Over the period, however, Sweden increasingly 

engaged in international cooperation and missions abroad, portrayed as a 

means of reinforcing its own national security. The organisation of the 

armed forces and defence spending reflected these priorities: Sweden 

maintained a large-scale Total Defence structure, but international 

operations were integrated as a regular component of Total Defence 
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strategy. The armed forces were reformed to align with this objective, 

while defence expenditure was gradually reduced. The adaptability 

principle aimed to allow for rapid adjustment if security conditions were 

to deteriorate. The role of defence in managing threats within the domestic 

sphere in peacetime was also redefined. Total Defence resources were 

explicitly tasked with assisting in the management of severe peacetime 

crises when other resources were insufficient. Taken together, the 

articulation of how to achieve and uphold security reflected both 

continuity and change: Sweden maintained a traditional territorial 

defence concept but supplemented it with new peacetime responsibilities 

for Total Defence, thereby broadening the legitimate uses of defence 

resources beyond wartime scenarios. 

Legitimating soldiering:  

The following part of this chapter explores the changes to soldiering 

policy and the broader processes through which the manpower model 

was legitimised. The section examines how the rearticulation of security 

prompted a reconsideration of the balance between obligatory and 

voluntary service, including questions regarding the allocation of 

responsibilities between contracted and conscripted personnel and 

whether legal duties should be expanded. The most important change 

during this period was the reform of Sweden’s traditional universal male 

conscription policy to allow for a partial selection of conscripts for 

training. Additionally, the legal framework was amended to allow women 

who applied for military training to serve as conscripts under the same 

conditions as men, and it was further altered to enable individuals to be 

directly enlisted for civil tasks, paving the way for a planned significant 

increase in personnel assigned to civil defence duties.  

Legitimating partial conscription and related questions 

Universal male conscription had formed the basis of Swedish military 

recruitment since 1901. Under the Conscription Act (värnpliktslag 

1941:967), all Swedish men deemed fit for war service (krigsdugliga) were 

required to undergo basic military training. During the 1950s and 1960s, 

exemptions were granted to only around 3 per cent of the eligible male 

population, primarily to those considered physically or mentally unfit for 

service (e.g., Forssberg & Kronberg, 2014; Ludvigsson et al., 2022). In 1992, 

however, it was decided to amend the legislation so that the number of 

conscripts selected for training would henceforth be determined primarily 
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by the personnel requirements of the wartime organisation. In addition, a 

number of conscripts were to be trained to contribute to the Armed Forces’ 

preparedness tasks in peacetime (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 89; Gov. Bill 

1991/92:101). 

Sweden’s constitution does not establish the substantive principles 

governing conscription. It does, however, protect citizens’ fundamental 

rights and freedoms and specify the conditions under which these may be 

restricted (Chapter 2, Articles 20–24 of the Instrument of Government, 

RF). Such restrictions must be prescribed by law and are subject to a 

principle of proportionality: 

Limitations […] may be made only to satisfy purposes that are 

acceptable in a democratic society. Such limitations must never go 

beyond what is necessary in view of the purpose that has prompted 

them. (Chapter 2, Articles 21 of the Instrument of Government, RF) 

The analysis shows that the legitimation of partial conscription followed 

a corresponding logic of necessity and proportionality. The coercive 

obligations associated with conscription were legitimated as a means of 

meeting the requirements of national defence. Military training was 

therefore legitimated insofar as it served an identified defence need, while 

requiring all eligible men to undergo training irrespective of the personnel 

requirements generated by the security situation was delegitimated as in 

the contemporary security situation disproportionate. At the same time, 

the reform was explicitly presented as leaving the universal character of 

the duty itself intact (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 89; Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, pp. 

6, 8): 

This does not mean that universal conscription is being weakened. 

The purpose of universal conscription is to provide the Armed 

Forces with the personnel required. It must therefore not become an 

end in itself for all conscripts to be trained within the Armed Forces. 

(Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, p. 6)  

At the same time, the more fundamental principle that national defence 

constituted a collective responsibility was reaffirmed. What changed was 

therefore not the principle that citizens had a duty to contribute to national 

defence, but the manner in which that duty was to be actualised. 

Importantly, the principle of legal service duty was itself legitimated as 

the preferred institutional means of securing broad participation in Total 

Defence. In this sense, the move towards selective military training did 
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not entail a move away from compulsory duty as such. This principle was 

emphasised in almost identical terms in the two long-term defence 

decisions: 

The Total Defence should be so constructed and organised that it is 

the concern of the whole population. It is of utmost importance that 

citizens, as far as possible according to their ability, have the 

opportunity to participate in the country’s defence. This is best 

achieved if our Total Defence continues to be built on service duty. 

(Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, pp. 38–39)36 

The government further stressed that participation in Total Defence did 

not necessarily require military service. Citizens could contribute in other 

ways, including through service in the civilian component of Total 

Defence. Military conscription was thus presented as one form through 

which the broader duty to contribute to national defence could be 

actualised, rather than as the necessary expression of that duty for every 

eligible man (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 89; Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, pp. 6, 8). 

The legitimation of partial conscription therefore rested on a distinction 

between the universality of the duty and the selective activation of that 

duty through military service. The collective obligation to contribute to 

national defence remained intact, while the extent to which that obligation 

was actualised through compulsory military training was made 

contingent on the personnel requirements generated by the prevailing 

security situation. Partial conscription could thereby be legitimated as 

both consistent with the continued principle of universal defence duty and 

a proportionate exercise of state coercion. At the same time, training 

citizens beyond what was considered necessary for national defence was 

delegitimated as an unjustified restriction of individual freedom. 

The argument was thus that the manner in which the duty was 

actualised—specifically, how many men were required to undergo 

military training—should be determined by the requirements generated 

by the prevailing security situation. Compulsory military training beyond 

those requirements could not be justified given the restrictions it imposed 

on individual rights and freedoms. Under the new system, approximately 

65 per cent of each male cohort was expected to be selected for military 

                                                           
36 In 1996 was the formulation: “The Swedish defence should be so constructed and organised that it is the 

concern of the whole population. It is of the utmost importance that the people of Sweden feel 

responsibility for, and according to ability, participate in Sweden’s defence. This is best achieved through 

a system based on national service. (Gov. bill 1996/97:4 para 13.1) 
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training, based on an estimated annual requirement of around 35,000–

38,00037 conscripts to meet the needs of national defence (Gov. Bill 

1991/92:102, pp. 6, 89; Gov. Bill 1991/92:101). 

All young men would nevertheless remain legally required to undergo 

mustering. Those assessed as eligible for military service but not selected 

for training were assigned to a training reserve and could subsequently be 

called up if the Government decided to raise the state of alert38 (Law 

1992:1403; Gov. Bill 1991/92:101; Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 86–91; Dir. 

1991:40; SOU 1992:139). 

The possibility of postponing military training for part of the eligible 

cohort already existed. The new arrangement, however, meant that men 

placed in the training reserve would be called up for compulsory training 

only under the exceptional conditions associated with a government 

decision to raise the state of alert. This arrangement was legitimated as 

striking a better balance between the requirements of national defence and 

consideration for individual rights and interests. In particular, it was 

argued to provide greater predictability for those not initially selected, 

allowing them to plan their education, employment, and private lives 

with greater certainty. The arrangement was also legitimated on the 

grounds of societal cost-effectiveness (Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, pp. 5–7). 

It was decided that the sanctions for evasion of military duty would 

remain unchanged with partial conscription (Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, p. 8). 

The analysis shows that the political authority took into account the 

perceived unfairness of a system where not all equally eligible individuals 

was called to serve, yet those who were drafted and evaded service risked 

imprisonment. The Defence Minister at the time, Anders Björck, justified 

                                                           
37For comparison, the annual draft during the 1950s and 1960s enlisted approximately 50,000 men each 

year. (e.g Ludvigsson, et al 2022).  
38 A heightened state of alert is declared by the Swedish Government when war, nearby conflicts or serious 

global events threaten the country’s security or independence. It allows the government expanded 

powers, including the right to requisition private property vital to national defence (e.g., buildings, 

transport, machinery), and to mobilise society’s resources for Total Defence. Levels of readiness may be 

raised to enhanced or maximum alert. (Law 1992:1403). Heightened state of alert is a collective term for the 

readiness levels "elevated readiness" (Skärpt beredskap)  and "highest readiness."(Högsta beredskap) Elevated 

readiness is the lower of the two levels. If the government decides on elevated readiness, it is assessed 

that Sweden is in danger of war or that there are extraordinary conditions caused by war outside Sweden's 

borders. In this case, society should start transitioning to meet the needs of the Total Defence. At the same 

time, regular activities should continue as much as possible. Highest readiness is the highest of the two 

readiness levels and applies automatically if Sweden enters a state of war. If the government decides on 

the highest readiness, it can also mean that there is a threat of war (without actual war). All societal 

activities must then support the Total Defence. Authorities and municipalities must organise for wartime, 

and general service duty for public service is introduced. 
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this decision by emphasising that military training was a civic duty. The 

legitimation was further based on that it was a long-standing principle 

that those who evaded military duty should face consequences, including 

imprisonment. Björck argued that, on several occasions, it had been 

established that imprisonment was the appropriate punishment for those 

who refused to serve, as a recognition of the significant sacrifices made by 

those who fulfilled their military service. Björck legitimised sanctions for 

evasion as necessary to ensure fairness—not between those who were 

drafted and those who were not, but towards those who fulfilled their 

duty (Riksdagens protokoll 1991/92:100, 1992-04-24; see also Gov. Bill 

1977/78:159, FöU28, Rskr.371). 

This is a matter of loyalty, solidarity, and equality (Björck, 

Riksdagens protokoll 1991/92:100, 1992-04-24) 

Björck argued that sanctions against evasion were necessary to maintain a 

manpower system based on conscription. He stated that the duty had to 

be enforceable in order for it to be sustained (Riksdagens protokoll 

1991/92:100, 1992-04-24). 

If there is no system of sanctions, it means that conscription is 

voluntary. Those who want to complete their conscription can do 

so, and those who do not wish to are exempt. […] it would force us 

to introduce a professional army in Sweden. (Björck, Riksdagens 

protokoll 1991/92:100, 1992-04-24) 

Björck hence in addition legitimated the conscription system—and the 

importance of using coercion, if necessary, to uphold it—by 

delegitimising the alternative, an all-volunteer force. At the time, the term 

“professional defence” was used pejoratively in Sweden to emphasise the 

idea that participation in defence was a civic duty and to reinforce the 

norm that being a soldier should not be considered a profession.  

The analysis suggests that other reforms were introduced, at least partly 

aimed at making enlistment appear more equitable and at mitigating 

perceptions of partial conscription as unfair. It was decided that priority 

in the enlistment process would be given not only to individuals who met 

the basic aptitude and physical fitness criteria, but also to those who 

expressed a willingness to serve in the armed forces. Further, greater 

consideration would be given to individual preferences in terms of 

military position (Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, pp. 7–8, 13–14; Law 1941:967, ch. 

1, §4b; The Total Defence Service Act 1994:1809). The rules for 
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conscientious objectors were also revised so that an application would 

generally be sufficient for an individual to be assigned to unarmed service 

(Gov. Bill 1990/91:169). Björck argued that these reforms would likely 

reduce the number of individuals seeking to avoid the duty altogether, 

and that those who still evaded the duty would have no legitimate 

grounds for doing so (Riksdagens protokoll 1991/92:100, 1992-04-24). 

Defending service under duty – delegitimating and AVF 

The analysis shows that, in the mid-1990s, conscription was subject to 

more discussion and legitimisation compared to the immediate post–Cold 

War period. As discussed above, the defence bill of 1992 focused on 

legitimising the initial move away from universal conscription. In 1995, 

by contrast, the legitimisation focused on defending conscription itself as 

the appropriate manpower system for Sweden. The analysis suggests that 

the legitimacy of conscription was now perceived by political authorities 

as being challenged. In the policy it was noted that, in connection with the 

changing security environment and declining defence spending, there 

was an international trend in which countries were re-evaluating 

conscription. The most important values in relation to the choice of 

soldiering system were described as popular support, legitimacy, 

democratic control and integration into society:  

In connection with reduced defence spending, the issue of 

conscription versus a professional military is being discussed in 

many countries. Public support, legitimacy, democratic control and 

integration into society are key concepts in the debate about how 

military units should be staffed. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, pp. 25–26) 

The legitimisation then built on the argument that conscription was better 

aligned with all these values than an all-volunteer force. It was argued that 

a “democratic defence” must be deeply rooted in society’s collective 

engagement rather than being a separate organisation. The legitimisation 

was also based on the claim that the principle of defence as a collective 

responsibility was perceived by the population as a democratic approach. 

Conscription was therefore argued to be the democratic choice, while an 

all-volunteer force was described as an unacceptable option for Sweden: 

The Government wants to preserve a democratic people’s defence.39 

Our defence by conscripts can never be replaced by a defence by 

                                                           
39 Swedish: Demokratisk folkförsvar. 



122 

 

profession. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12 The Defence Ministers 

Introduction)  

Balancing expenditure on equipment and personnel was described as a 

persistent challenge, particularly in light of Sweden’s strained economic 

situation. In this context, conscription was legitimated as a means of 

sustaining the volume of the defence organisation and as a way of 

ensuring a more qualified defence force by drawing on a broad range of 

knowledge, skills, and experiences within the population. Collective 

duties, and conscription in particular, were presented as central to 

maintaining a strong and credible defence by fostering active involvement 

of the population (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 7.1.1, p. 115; Gov. Bill 

1996/97:4, para. 13.1). 

The defence of the country is a concern for the whole population. 

Popular engagement gives the defence invaluable strength. A fully 

capable military defence must have access to modern and effective 

equipment. However, a defence that lacks anchoring in the 

population and omits its most important resource—the human 

element—becomes an estranged element in democracy. (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, p. 9) 

In 1995, the Total Defence Service Act was also introduced, which 

emphasised that the Total Defence’s supply of personnel should be based 

on a universal duty that included more than conscription (the Total 

Defence Duty Act 1994:1809; Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 8; Law 1994:1811).40 

The first paragraph of the law states that “Total Defence is a concern for 

the whole population” (Law 1994:1809, §1). The law stipulated that all 

individuals residing in Sweden between the ages of 16 and 70 have a duty 

to participate in Total Defence (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6; Law 1994:1809; Law 

1994:1811).41 

                                                           
40 It also consolidated that the number of individuals enlisted for national service should be adapted and 

determined by the military threat to Sweden and, further, that motivation should be seen as part of being 

a “suitable” soldier, not just physical and mental fitness (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 128).  
41 Today, the length of training and other details related to Total Defence duty are regulated under the 

Law (1994:1809) and the Ordinance (1995:238) on Total Defence Duty. The Total Defence Duty Act (Lagen 

om totalförsvarsplikt, 1994:1809) entered into force on 1 July 1995 (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6; Gov. Bill 1994/95:87; 

Bet. 1994/95 FöU1; Rskr. 1994/95:78). Two additional laws entered into force at the same time: the Law 

(1994:1810) on the Possibility for Women to Complete Military or Civil Service with Extended Training, 

and the Law (1994:1811) on Disciplinary Responsibility within the Total Defence System. The Law on 

Total Defence Duty replaced several earlier laws containing provisions on mandatory service, including 

the Military Service Act (1941:967), the Law on Service without Arms (1966:413), the Law on Service Duty 

for Health and Veterinary Personnel (1981:292), the Law on the Obligation of Civil Defence Personnel to 
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With the Total Defence Act, various previously separate legal duties were 

unified under a single legal framework, which to this day remains the 

primary legislation regulating defence service duties in Sweden. From this 

point onwards, the Total Defence duties were divided into three 

categories. The first, military duty, includes the legal obligation to provide 

personal information, undergo mustering, complete basic military 

training, participate in refresher training and readiness service, or 

wartime service if the Government has decided to put the country on a 

heightened state of alert. The second is civil duty. With the introduction 

of Total Defence duty, enlistment for civil defence tasks was no longer 

treated as an unarmed exemption from military service. The legal change 

also made it possible to enlist individuals directly for civil defence roles. 

Like military duty, once assigned a position after mustering, it includes 

basic training, refresher training, readiness service and wartime service. 

The third type of duty, the general service duty, applies only after the 

Government declares a state of heightened alert and to individuals who 

have not been assigned positions within the military or civil defence. It 

typically obligates an individual to continue their regular work or perform 

tasks aligned with their profession. It does not include armed forms of 

service (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6; The Total Defence Service Act 1994:1809; 

Förordning 1995:238 om totalförsvarsplikt; Law 1992:1403; see also RF 

Chap. 13 §6; 3 § Lagen om totalförsvar och höjd beredskap [1992:1403]).42  

The law was justified as a means to increase effectiveness and legitimised 

as a rationalisation rather than a change. It was argued that this reform 

would enable more efficient use of Total Defence human resources and 

improve oversight of personnel supply, thereby enabling better planning 

and more flexible utilisation aimed at achieving optimal outcomes for 

Total Defence (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6). 

In the legitimating discourse, a connection was made between a 

democratic approach, a universal duty and high defence willingness:  

The democratic popular defence approach is deeply embedded in 

the Swedish population and closely connected to universal 

conscription, and now, with Total Defence duty, it in turn 

                                                           
Serve Outside Civil Defence (1984:272), and the General Service Obligation Act (1959:83). It also replaced 

provisions on civil defence duty previously contained in the Civil Defence Act (1960:74). 
42 Civil service can include areas such as police work, healthcare, emergency services or child and elderly 

care during war. People under civil duty are not obligated to assist in peacetime crises, such as natural 

disasters, pandemics or nuclear accidents. Civil defence ensures that critical sectors of society continue to 

function during a military crisis. 
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contributes to the maintenance of a high willingness to defend the 

country. (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, p. 20) 

The population’s will to defend the country was in turn argued to be vital 

for the overall strength and effectiveness of Sweden’s Total Defence (Gov. 

Bill 1995/96:12, para. 2.3.2; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, p. 20). A high defence will 

was described as an integral support to Sweden’s deterrence strategy and, 

ultimately, the country’s capacity to defend itself against potential attacks 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 2.3.2; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, p. 20). Conscription 

was, in this context, understood as the backbone, central to fostering a 

strong sense of defence commitment among the broader population and 

embedding defence across all social strata. The analysis shows that this 

was expected to strengthen the bond between military and civilian 

spheres, nurturing a shared responsibility and a collective determination 

to defend the country (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, para. 13.1; Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

para. 7.1.3). Conscription was seen as leading to greater engagement and 

different forms of voluntary participation in the Total Defence system 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 7.1.1, p. 115).  

In addition, conscription was legitimised as fostering national cohesion 

and social integration. Unlike the defence bill from 1992, which 

emphasised conscription as a means to an end, the 1995/96 Bill 

emphasised conscription for its societal value beyond national security. It 

was argued that Sweden’s Total Defence duty should be understood in a 

broader perspective, with conscription valued for its positive impact on 

society. 

A popular defence built on Total Defence duty also has, in a broader 

sense, the task of creating a good social climate where citizens 

cooperate for the common good. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 115) 

Conscription was portrayed as creating unity and empathy across diverse 

social strata. By bringing together individuals from various backgrounds 

under a shared purpose, conscription was seen as a tool not only for 

strengthening national security but also for cultivating a deeper sense of 

solidarity and mutual understanding within society. 

Such integration is not only a security policy asset but also 

contributes to the consolidation of solidarity, equality and other 

fundamental democratic values. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 115) 
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Ensuring that the armed forces reflected the whole population was also 

described as crucial for maintaining legitimacy among the public. This 

was one of the justifications for giving special attention to recruiting 

women and also individuals with immigrant backgrounds (Gov. Bill 

1996/97:4, chap. 9; Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 3.1).  

Legitimating enlistment numbers 

The analysis shows that in the mid-1990s the legitimisation of the 

soldiering model also involved defending the decision to keep enlistment 

numbers relatively high, despite the reduced military threat to national 

security. The policy text emphasised that it was desirable for as many 

eligible individuals as possible to be trained and assigned tasks within the 

Total Defence’s war organisation (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 7.1.1). A 

professional army was again invoked as the cautionary scenario: if 

enlistment numbers were allowed to decline further, Sweden risked being 

compelled to abandon conscription altogether. To prevent this outcome, 

policymakers described declining enlistment as a threat to the very 

principle of conscription and stressed that a strategic decision had been 

taken to reverse this trend: 

As fewer conscripts are needed to staff the military organisation, 

Sweden’s defence forces have faced an evident risk of transitioning 

towards a professional army. The government aims to halt this 

trend. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, The Defence Minister’s Introduction) 

The justification for maintaining relatively high enlistment numbers was 

also grounded in the rearticulation of security. With Total Defence 

assigned additional tasks, both military and civilian defence were now 

expected to address urgent challenges that were described as previously 

overshadowed by the traditional invasion threat (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

paras. 4.2 and 7.1.5). In the legitimising discourse, the value of enlistment 

under duty was also again described as carrying significant broader 

security policy and societal importance by anchoring defence broadly 

within the population. As stated in the long-term defence bill: 

 the issue of utilising Total Defence duty must be seen in a broader 

perspective. In addition to the purely military efficiency aspects, it 

is necessary to also consider the significant security policy and 

societal importance that broad duty-based training, as outlined 

earlier, has for the public anchoring of the defence. Given that there 

are also a number of pressing needs that can be addressed by those 

subject to Total Defence duty within both military and civil defence, 
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the starting point should therefore be that a large proportion of the 

men who are drafted and the women who wish to undergo long 

basic training should also be allowed to do so. With such an 

arrangement, the overall best effect from a security and defence 

policy perspective would be achieved. ( Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 122) 

In 1995, the Swedish Armed Forces estimated that an annual intake of 

between 22,000 and 33,000 individuals was required for national defence 

(Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 7.1.3). The Government proposed an intake of 

approximately 30,000 conscripts, aligning with the upper end of this 

range. The analysis, however, shows that, in the trade-off between costs 

and maintaining high enlistment numbers, the latter was in this case 

prioritised. When the Swedish Armed Forces stated that they could not 

provide military training for more than 29,000 conscripts unless the 

proposed budget was increased, it was decided to enlist fewer conscripts 

rather than raise the budget (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, para. 13.1.1). 

In addition, however, a significant increase in the number of individuals 

enlisted for civil defence tasks was proposed. The Swedish Armed Forces 

had estimated an annual need for 2,000 to 3,000 individuals for civil 

defence (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 7.1.3), but the Government suggested 

gradually increasing enlistment to around 10,000 individuals over the 

period. This expansion was made possible by the introduction of Total 

Defence duty, which allowed for the direct enlistment of individuals into 

civil defence roles (Law 1994:1809; Law 1994:1810; Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, 

para. 7.1.1).43  

Given the broader concept of security proposed by the Government, 

there is reason to train conscripted personnel to a greater extent than 

before in order to strengthen society’s ability to manage severe 

national strains in peacetime and during heightened alert (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, p. 119) 

The planned sharp increase in the enlistment of individuals for civil 

defence training was also legitimised by the argument that Total Defence 

should now play a stronger role in supporting society during peacetime 

security challenges. Strengthening civil defence was also presented as a 

means of anchoring defence more firmly within society and underscoring 

                                                           
43 During the period 1997–2001, individuals under Total Defence duty were enlisted for civil service and 

trained, for example, as a police reserve, for rescue service tasks and to carry out repairs to secure energy 

supply. In addition, individuals enlisted for civil service participated in international missions, primarily 

within the Partnership for Peace programme. 
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that the security task was not only a military endeavour. This broadened 

role was further justified by explicitly linking it to democratic values, as 

expressed in the government’s defence bill:  

With the new defence decision, it becomes clearer than ever before 

that defence is an important part of society, also in peacetime. The 

democratic people's defence is reinforced. (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, p. 22) 

The analysis also shows that, as the role of Total Defence in societal 

security expanded, it was understood as essential to ensure that the 

reforms did not appear to violate the principle that the military should not 

use force against its own population—an especially sensitive issue in 

Sweden due to historical reasons. 44 In the bill, the following was stated:  

Another self-evident limitation is the long-standing principle in our 

country that military coercion or violence must not be used against 

the domestic population or other civilians. Military personnel 

should therefore not be assigned tasks which, outside the traditional 

military sphere of activity, involve the use of violence or coercion 

against individuals. It is a different matter that resources may be 

used to support other authorities that are legally entitled to use 

coercion or violence. In such situations, however, military resources 

should be employed in a way that cannot be perceived as a 

departure from the limitations set out here. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 

51) 

The legitimisation for the use of Total Defence personnel was thus 

grounded in a dividing practice, emphasising that when acting 

domestically in peacetime, Swedish Armed Forces personnel would not 

perform military roles or use coercion or force against individuals (Gov. 

Bill 1995/96:12, pp. 50–51). 

Another part of the rearticulation of security was that international 

missions were increasingly treated as integral to Sweden’s defence 

strategy, and both civil and military tasks abroad were to become regular 

activities for Swedish Total Defence (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, The Defence 

Minister’s Introduction). According to Swedish law, only activities 

directly related to defending Sweden justified training and service under 

                                                           
44The roots of Swedish sensitivity towards military involvement in domestic affairs trace back to the 1931 

Ådalen incident, when members of the armed forces were called in to assist the police during a labour 

protest and opened fire on civilians, killing five people. The tragedy led to the introduction of stricter legal 

safeguards regulating the use of the military in peacetime and domestic security operations. 
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the legal Total Defence duty (Law [1994:1809] on Total Defence Duty; Gov. 

Bill 1994/95:6, p. 93). As security was rearticulated, the legitimisation 

discourse underlined that the principle that international service was not 

part of the legal obligation remained unchanged.  

The question of how far the duty to obey extends is not simple to 

answer. It is clear that the conscript has a duty to use weapons 

against an enemy with the intent to kill. He must, however, be 

considered to have the right to refuse participation in actions 

prohibited under international law. Further, he is not obliged to 

participate in operations that do not aim to defend the country. 

(Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 93) 

It was considered illegitimate to order individuals to serve in armed 

operations abroad across all categories of personnel, and both service and 

training abroad therefore required active consent. As Sweden’s 

involvement in international missions expanded, an increasing number of 

individuals from the now shrinking force were required to volunteer in 

order to staff these missions. Even though the voluntary principle 

remained, the rearticulation of security served to legitimise the view that 

the training of individuals subject to Total Defence duty should be 

designed in such a way as to facilitate recruitment for international 

operations (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 7.1).  

Training to meet attacks and carry out tasks during heightened alert 

should be conducted in such a way, within both military and civil 

defence, that it also facilitates recruitment for voluntary 

participation in international operations. In this way, some of the 

resources created for national defence will also be available for 

international missions aimed at collective security. (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, p. 119) 

The legitimation of women’s military access within a gendered 

conscription regime 

The analysis shows that over the period there was an increased focus on 

the importance of recruiting more women into the armed forces. With the 

introduction of the legal framework for Total Defence duty, women were 

allowed to apply for military training and, if they passed the mustering 

tests, serve as conscripts under the same conditions as men (Law 

1994:1809; Law 1994:1810; Gov. Bill 1994/95:6). Before this legal change, 

women had only been admitted to military training if they committed to 

becoming officers and joining the armed forces as employees.  
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The legislative reform marked a clear departure from the previous norm 

of excluding women from basic military training and service, indicating 

that this exclusion was no longer regarded as legitimate. However, the 

shift was not discursively legitimised on the basis of equal rights or equal 

obligations. Rather, the inclusion of women was primarily justified in 

terms of its contribution to national security. As articulated in several 

policy documents, including the long-term defence bill of 1995: 

When more women are engaged in the Total Defence, it brings new 

competences and strengthens the defence will among the Swedish 

population and therefore creates increased security. (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, pp. 115–116) 

Rather than opting for a gender-neutral conscription model, the policy 

emphasised the importance of encouraging women to participate on a 

voluntary basis (e.g., Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, The Defence Minister’s 

Introduction; Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, para. 3.1; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, p. 146, 

para. 13.2). The legitimisation for this position rested on a balancing of 

military rationality and prevailing societal norms. It was argued that 

compulsory service for women could enhance national defence 

capabilities: 

An extension to include women in the obligation to enlist would, 

admittedly, mean an increase in the quality of Sweden's Total 

Defence. (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 117) 

This option was nonetheless rejected based on the reasoning that such a 

change could not be justified in a security context where not all available 

men were enlisted for training and where defence spending was being 

reduced: 

In a situation with shrinking resources, and where not all men in the 

relevant age groups will be called upon for duty, there is no reason 

to introduce an expanded obligation. (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 117) 

On this basis, the decision was made to maintain gender-differentiated 

obligations, while ensuring that women would have the legal 

opportunity—but not the obligation—to take part in military defence 

efforts: 

Therefore, women should not be forced to participate in the military 

defence. However, women should have the same opportunities as 
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men to participate in Sweden's Total Defence. (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, 

p. 117) 

Under the new law, once enlisted, women would serve under the same 

legal framework as conscripted men. Although their entry into the system 

was voluntary, they would thereafter be legally bound to fulfil their 

obligations and could be held accountable for failing to do so (Gov. Bill 

1994/95:6, pp. 136–138). The Inquiry on the Statutory Regulation of Total 

Defence Duty (SOU 1993:36; SOU 1993:101) had instead recommended 

that women should be permitted to discontinue their training without 

legal consequences. 

In legitimating the new law, however, it was argued that the advantages 

of subjecting women to a legal duty once they had committed themselves 

to service outweighed the concerns associated with combining voluntary 

entry with legally binding obligations. The legitimation rested partly on 

an assumption about social cohesion: equal legal obligations were 

presented as strengthening women’s standing and acceptance within the 

military. As the policy text argued:  

a woman wishing to undergo military basic training will receive 

greater respect and understanding from her male colleagues if the 

same conditions apply to her as to them. (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 137) 

The legitimation was also grounded on an argument based on 

performance and dedication. It was posited that this system would ensure 

that only those women who were genuinely committed to serve would 

apply: 

such an arrangement ensures that only women who are highly 

motivated and have carefully considered their choice will apply for 

admission. (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 137) 

Consequences for employed and voluntary personnel 

The reassessment of security as a policy problem also had significant 

implications for personnel employed by the Swedish Armed Forces. The 

restructuring in 1992 resulted in layoffs across all categories of personnel, 

both civilian and military, legitimised by reduced defence demand (Gov. 

Bill 1991/92:102, pp. 5–6, 86–91). Further reductions followed in 1995/96, 
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legitimised by extensive cutbacks to territorial defence (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12; Gov. Bill 1996/97:4). 

The analysis shows that, in the context of reducing the size of the force 

and making conscription partial, civic voluntary participation was 

increasingly encouraged (Gov. Bill 1991/92:101, para. 2). Unlike other 

areas of the traditional Total Defence, the Home Guard and Voluntary 

Defence Organizations were not subjected to the same level of 

downsizing. Both the 1992 and 1995/96 defence bills emphasised the 

crucial role of the Home Guard and voluntary participation from civil 

society, and that their activities should be adapted to the evolving security 

situation. This was legitimised as important for the strength and 

preservation of Sweden’s Total Defence concept, building on broad 

participation.  

For the effectiveness of Total Defence and the vitality of the people's 

defence concept, it is necessary that the Home Guard and the 

voluntary defence organisations play a prominent role. (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, The Defence Minister’s Introduction) 

The analysis shows that political authorities believed that if citizens 

engaged with Total Defence during peacetime, it would “anchor” the 

defence in society and foster a culture of preparedness and civic 

responsibility, thereby strengthening broad public willingness to 

contribute to national defence in times of war. For this reason, the Home 

Guard and the Voluntary Defence Organisations were described as 

important.  

The Home Guard and the voluntary defence organisations are 

expressions of the great depth and breadth of the popular will to 

defend. (Gov. Bill 1996/97:4, pp. 21–22) 

Broad public engagement with conscription as the backbone was therefore 

expected and legitimised as a way to foster both greater societal support 

and as important for the combined strength of the defence (Gov. Bill 

1991/92:101, pp. 38–39, p. 6). 

A broad public commitment to the nation’s security and defence 

policy—where each individual contributes their knowledge and 

abilities and makes personal efforts to strengthen collective 

security—is a significant asset. This enhances the credibility of the 

policy and creates the conditions for the population to be prepared 

to endure and resist even serious threats, risks and strains. A 
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professional army cannot foster such a will to resist and societal 

resilience. (Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 45) 

However, despite this ambition, the number of Home Guard service 

members declined due to recruitment challenges. While the 1992 plan 

targeted approximately 125,000 members by 1995/1996, this number had 

been reduced to around 95,000 (Gov. Bill 1991/92:102, p. 58; Gov. Bill 

1996/97:4, para. 6.1). 

Conclusion: Evolution of the security contract  

This chapter has analysed the significant shift in the articulation of 

security in Sweden after the end of the Cold War, marked by a substantial 

downgrading of traditional military threats, an expanded understanding 

of what should be considered a security threat, and the emergence of a 

more holistic approach to achieving and maintaining security, presented 

as a more efficient and legitimate use of public resources.  

This rearticulation of security meant a reconsideration of the state’s 

responsibilities within the social contract, particularly concerning internal 

security in peacetime. As a security provider in a redefined threat 

environment, the state was expected to assume greater responsibility for 

domestic preparedness, and the legitimacy of security policy was 

increasingly linked to its ability to do so. The policy texts suggested that 

strengthening peacetime resilience was not only a functional necessity but 

also a condition for sustaining public willingness to defend the nation in 

wartime. Yet, despite this rhetorical expansion of the state’s role, the 

practical implications remained unresolved, reflecting an ongoing 

negotiation of the democratic security contract in post–Cold War Sweden. 

Throughout this period, the enduring and unquestioned assumption was 

that conscription constituted the most appropriate and legitimate 

manpower model for Sweden. Its justification rested on the principle that 

defending the nation is a collective civic responsibility, warranted by the 

vital importance of national security. Conscription was also legitimised as 

the most militarily rational solution, best suited to ensuring both the 

quality and quantity of personnel supply. Moreover, it was portrayed as 

the system that most closely aligned with democratic values and the 

egalitarian ethos of Swedish society. A further, though less emphasised, 

line of legitimisation highlighted conscription’s role in promoting national 

integration and social cohesion, a value argued as an objective in itself.  
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However, the analysis also revealed that political authorities perceived 

that, with the rearticulation of security, it was necessary to both 

discursively defend and reform conscription to maintain legitimacy. The 

most significant reform to the soldiering model during this period was the 

replacement of Sweden’s traditional universal male enlistment policy 

with a partial intake of conscripts for military training. As discussed, this 

decision was legitimised on the grounds that two central values needed to 

be rebalanced in response to the contemporary security situation. It was 

argued that the legitimacy of conscription’s imposition on individual 

rights was based on its proportionality to national defence demands and 

that, with a reduced military threat to national security, universal 

conscription was no longer justified.  

This reform reflects the evolving understanding of security needs and 

highlights the dynamic nature of the social contract shaping citizens’ 

obligations. Under the universal conscription policy, the military burden 

for all Swedish men had been relatively equal. In contrast, the 

introduction of partial enlistment created greater asymmetry in burden-

sharing. Those men selected for basic training were legally obligated to 

spend approximately a year in the armed forces, while their peers could 

pursue their lives as they wished. The analysis revealed that political 

authorities considered how the fairness of such a system would be 

perceived.  

Imprisonment as punishment for evading the duty was discursively 

defended as still justified and fair also under the partial enlistment policy, 

but reforms were also introduced to maintain legitimacy and improve the 

perception of fairness. Individual willingness and interest became a more 

significant factor in the enlistment process. Additionally, the 

normalisation of civil service made it much easier to fulfil the legal duty 

without bearing arms. This change in the legal framework also provided 

the Government with more flexibility, granting it the authority to enlist 

individuals directly for civil defence tasks. The rearticulation of security, 

combined with the change to the legal framework for service under duty, 

enabled a planned large increase in the enlistment of individuals for civil 

defence tasks. All these changes modified the security contract.  

For women, the security contract also evolved with the decision that 

conscription-based military training should be accessible on equal terms 

as men to women who applied to be enlisted. The analysis showed that, 

even if the fairness of male-only conscription was not discussed or 
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questioned in the policy, excluding women from the possibility of 

undergoing military service was no longer seen as justifiable and was 

perceived by political authorities as something that could undermine the 

soldiering model and, by extension, the legitimacy of the security contract. 

For the social contract, this still meant that women gained access to 

military training, but the asymmetry between men and women endured: 

to fight for the country in arms was an option for women, but an 

obligation for men. 

The analysis also revealed two important boundaries for what was seen 

as possible change. First, it was perceived as essential to ensure that any 

reforms did not undermine the legitimacy of the principle that military 

coercion or force should not be used against the domestic population in 

peacetime, which was reaffirmed as a fundamental constraint (Gov. Bill 

1995/96:12, pp. 50–51). International service was not considered part of the 

legal obligation. During this period, the principle that all training and 

service abroad should remain voluntary was deemed essential to maintain 

legitimacy.  

During this period, political consensus on security and defence policy was 

emphasised as an important norm and source of legitimacy. Broad 

political support was ascribed intrinsic value, portrayed as enabling 

reform and strengthening the overall capacity of national defence (Gov. 

Bill 1991/92:102, p. 10; Defence Minister’s Introduction, 1995/96). The 

change of law allowing partial conscription also paved the way for 

subsequent changes in Sweden’s soldiering model that will be discussed 

in later chapters of this dissertation. The analysis also shows that the shift 

to partial conscription led to concerns among political authorities about 

how it would affect the core principle of the security contract in Sweden—

that defending the country is a collective responsibility. This was reflected 

in discussions about the population’s willingness to defend. Conscription 

was understood and legitimised as a way to anchor defence in the 

population. Such anchoring was described as an important source of 

legitimacy and, by extension, as nurturing the norm of shared 

responsibility and fostering willingness to participate in the defence of the 

country. This was also understood as important for maintaining future 

generations’ acceptance of service under duty and as essential for the 

strength of the Total Defence. Under the universal conscription policy, 

each new generation of young men gained direct experience with the 

armed forces. This had secondary effects, creating widespread familiarity 
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with military service, as almost everyone in the community had either 

served or had close ties to someone who had undergone military training. 

The analysis reveals that the compulsory framework was expected to 

foster both continued acceptance of conscription and voluntary 

participation. The analysis shows that, as conscription became partial, it 

was emphasised that it remained critically important for the entire 

Swedish population to continue participating in Total Defence.  

Throughout this period, the policy texts emphasised the difficulty of 

defining the precise scope of legal duty. The ongoing rearticulation and 

rethinking of security opened the way for renewed discussions about the 

future of civic obligations under the security contract—whether the scope 

of citizens’ duties should be expanded to reflect the broader 

understanding of security. Towards the end of this period, in 1997, a 

parliamentary inquiry was appointed to conduct a comprehensive review 

of Total Defence duty and its future application. The inquiry was tasked 

with examining the obligations of both men and women, and whether 

mandatory service should be extended to uphold societal security in 

peacetime, given the broadened conception of security (Dir. 1997:106; Dir. 

1998:49; Dir. 1999:85; SOU 2000:21; see also Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 24). 

This moment reflected an active renegotiation of the democratic security 

contract, as the boundaries of civic duty and state responsibility were 

reconsidered in light of an expanded articulation of security. However, as 

the next chapter will discuss, a different path was ultimately taken. 

Taken together, this period was characterised by both continuity and 

redefinition in the Swedish state–citizen relationship. As the discourse of 

national security underwent significant transformation, the security 

contract was actively reconsidered. The normative boundaries continued 

to rest on long-standing principles of reciprocity, proportionality and 

collective responsibility, but as the articulation of security was broadened, 

the mutual obligations were reassessed.  
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Chapter 5: Period II (1999-

2008) 
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Introduction – the modernised duty 

This chapter examines the development of Sweden’s security and 

soldiering policy from 1999 to 2008. At the turn of the millennium, the 

global security landscape faced numerous challenges. NATO’s 1999 

expansion, including the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland, reshaped 

Europe’s security order. The same year, NATO’s intervention in Kosovo 

without UN authorisation marked the first military operation outside its 

traditional mandate to defend member states. 

In parallel, transnational terrorism became a central global issue, 

particularly after the September 11 attacks, which led to the U.S.-led 

military operation in Afghanistan. The “war on terror” and concerns over 

weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) also led to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, 

although no WMDs were found.  

Advancements in military technology, such as information technology, 

precision-guided munitions and communication systems, were 

transforming warfare.45  

The concept of human security gained prominence in the late 20th and 

early 21st centuries, with key UN resolutions addressing the protection of 

civilians in armed conflicts. UN Security Council Resolution 1265 (1999) 

emphasised the protection of civilians, while the Responsibility to Protect 

(R2P) was institutionalised in 2005 and further clarified in 2009. 

Additionally, Resolution 1325 (2000) highlighted the need for a gender 

perspective in conflict resolution, recognising the disproportionate impact 

of conflict on women and girls. 

Global crises, such as the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, 

further emphasised the importance of human security, highlighting the 

rise of natural disasters, health challenges and forced migration. In 2005, 

the UN reaffirmed the international community’s responsibility to 

intervene to protect populations at risk of genocide, war crimes and other 

atrocities (United Nations General Assembly, 2005, paras. 138–140). 

In light of the unpredictable and rapidly evolving security environment 

following the end of the Cold War, Sweden decided that its security policy 

would be subject to interim reviews prior to the next long-term defence 

resolution. Two such reviews were presented in 1999: Changed World – 

                                                           
45This has been discussed as Revolution in Military Affairs see, e.g., Sloan, E. C. (2002).  
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Transformed Defence (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74) and The New Defence (Gov. Bill 

1999/2000:30).46 In these, it was concluded that the previously guiding 

threat of invasion should no longer serve as the basis for defence planning. 

A “new defence” was introduced, marking one of the most substantial 

reorganisations of Sweden’s military in decades. Sweden’s defence 

concept was rearticulated away from a focus on territorial defence 

towards a mobile, flexible operational force capable of addressing both 

national and international security challenges, as a way of ensuring 

Sweden’s security.47  

In 2001, the new long-term bill, Continued Renewal of the Total Defence (Gov. 

Bill 2001/02:10), was presented, outlining Sweden’s security and defence 

policy for the period 2002 to 2004. That same year, Sweden formally 

abandoned the neutrality doctrine, which had been the cornerstone of its 

security strategy since the early 19th century, and instead adopted a 

declaration of solidarity with the EU and the Nordic countries. Along with 

this bill came further military reforms, an intensification of the 

internationalisation of the armed forces and the ambition to transform the 

defence into a “network-based” force, focusing on leveraging modern 

information and communications technology (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 130; 

Ds 2001:44)  

Following this, in 2004, the long-term defence bill Our Future Defence (Gov. 

Bill 2004/05:5 and Gov. Bill 2004/05:43) was presented, outlining policy for 

the years 2005–2007. This bill finalised the restructuring of the defence into 

an operational force. The concept of Total Defence was largely abandoned, 

with most of the civil defence being discontinued. In 2002, a new domestic 

civil crisis management system had been introduced.48 Additionally, the 

new defence bill for the first time articulated separate referent objects for 

societal security as a distinct policy area. 

This chapter examines the internationalisation of security as a policy 

problem and how it influenced military recruitment, service conditions 

and soldiering tasks, ultimately reshaping the meaning of service within 

the Swedish Armed Forces. During this period, the annual intake for 

                                                           
46The Social Democrats, which had gained power in 1994, continued to govern as a minority one-party 

government until 2006. After the general election in 2002, they also extended cooperation with the Green 

Party and the Left Party. 
47 Swedish: från invationsförsvar till insatsförsvar 
48 Continued to evolve with the 2006 bill, Collaboration in Crisis – For a More Secure Society (Gov. Bill 

2005/06:133), followed by the 2008 bill, Strengthened Crisis Management – For the Sake of Security (Gov. Bill 

2007/08:92).  
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military training in Sweden was reduced to about a quarter of its size in 

the early 1990s. The change was even more dramatic for enlistment under 

civil duty. In contrast to the previous period, when plans called for a 

significant increase in the number of individuals enlisted for civil defence 

tasks, the decision was made to reduce the number of enlistees to a small 

fraction of what had initially been planned. Several reforms were also 

introduced to “modernise” conscription conditions (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11). 

A transformative change in the perception of legitimate soldiering 

occurred when it was decided to employ a smaller number of OR-rank49  

service members on a full-time basis. Furthermore, for most employed 

service members, participation in international missions became a 

standard and expected part of their role. Equally significant to the security 

contract were the changes that did not occur. The expansion of legal duties 

to enhance societal security, the introduction of gender-neutral 

conscription and training of conscripts directly for international tasks 

were all discussed but ultimately rejected. 

Security threats  

In the spring of 1999, the Swedish Government declared that “Sweden’s 

security situation is good” (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, p. 43; see also Ds 1998:9, 

1998), and marking a decisive shift in security policy, it was decided that 

Sweden’s defence policy should no longer be guided primarily by the 

threat of invasion. In the same document, it was noted that a “large-scale 

invasion aimed at occupying Sweden does not appear feasible over the 

next ten years, provided that we maintain a basic defence capability” 

(Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, p. 14). 

This marked a clear departure from the previous focus on preparing for a 

military invasion. The Government acknowledged that an invasion 

remained the most serious threat but argued that it was increasingly 

regarded as unlikely in the immediate future, especially given the lack of 

military capabilities among neighbouring countries. Consequently, 

shaping defence planning around this scenario was no longer deemed 

necessary. Throughout the subsequent period, the policy text continued 

to caution that the return of a traditional military threat could never be 

fully excluded, while at the same time the threat of invasion was 

                                                           
49 OR (Other Ranks) denotes non-commissioned military personnel — soldiers, as distinct from 

commissioned officers (OF). In the Swedish system, this category is known as gruppbefäl, soldater och 

sjömän (GSS). 
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increasingly characterised as remote (e.g., Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 12; 

Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 1, 128; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 5, 12). 

The analysis shows that the focus shifted towards the evolving nature of 

military threats and a threat scenario expected to differ significantly from 

the Cold War era. It was anticipated that international conflicts would 

continue to proliferate. Developments in the Balkans, especially the 

Kosovo War, were described as pivotal for understanding that regional 

and local conflicts emerging after the Cold War had far-reaching 

transnational consequences, affecting not only the countries directly 

involved but also their neighbours and even distant states. These conflicts 

were described as highlighting the interconnectedness of security in a 

globalised world, where instability in one region could easily spill over to 

others with potentially serious implications for global security and 

stability (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 11; see also Ds 1998:9, 1998). It was 

therefore argued that geographic distance and national borders had 

become less relevant when assessing threats:   

The importance of where the conflict or crisis happens tends to be 

secondary to the Swedish interest. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 36) 

As discussed in the previous chapter, globalisation and international 

cooperation were generally viewed as positive for security and stability. 

However, the increased interdependence among nations was also 

described as leading to shared vulnerabilities. Taken together, the 

situation was paradoxically seen as more militarily secure yet marked by 

new and complex security challenges. 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, international tensions have 

decreased both in Sweden’s immediate surroundings and globally. 

On the other hand, other threats and challenges have grown 

stronger. These are often complex and more difficult to anticipate 

than previous threats of armed attack. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English 

Summary, p. 6) 

The government emphasised that:  

Looking to the future, it is more apparent than ever that security is 

more than just the absence of military conflict. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5 

Eng. Summary, p. 7). 

It was argued in the policy that the nature of threats had shifted, becoming 

more diverse and less predictable, and that previous understandings of 
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what constituted a threat had become blurred, with modern security 

challenges often occupying a grey zone between war and peace. These 

challenges influenced security on multiple levels—international, national 

and societal. In addition, the articulation of threats increasingly focused 

on non-conventional threats and threats from non-state actors (Gov. Bill 

1999/2000:30, p. 118; Gov. Bill 2001/02:158, p. 18; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 

155). This complex threat landscape could lead to questions such as:   

Are we under attack? In what way and by who or what? Is it a state 

or a non-state actor? (Gov. Bill 2001/02:158, p. 18) 

The traditional definition of an "armed attack" also changed. 

Contemporary armed attacks were expected to manifest in different 

forms, with varying intensities, and likely be executed using advanced 

technologies and new tactics (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 128).  

A notable aspect of the threat understanding during this period was the 

impact of technological advancements, particularly in information and 

communication technology. These developments were described as 

reshaping the methods of warfare and making modern societies more 

vulnerable to new forms of attack. The increasing dependence on digital 

infrastructure was described as society’s “Achilles’ heel” (Gov. Bill 

1999/2000:30, p. 117).  

The 2001 defence bill was presented the same month as the September 11 

attacks in the United States, which dramatically increased the focus on 

global terrorism. The policy also shows a growing concern that weapons 

of mass destruction—whether nuclear, biological or chemical—could fall 

into the hands of criminal organisations, terrorists or non-democratic 

states, posing a significant threat irrespective of their location (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, p. 1). 

The analysis also shows that, with the widening articulation of threats, 

there was also a new discussion in the policy regarding the need to lower 

the threshold for what types of issues, risks or events should be 

considered relevant from a security policy perspective (Gov. Bill 

1998/99:74, para. 5). It was stated that Sweden should be capable of 

responding to both military and non-military threats, including internal 

peacetime threats and issues that, while not directly threatening Sweden’s 

sovereignty, could rapidly and severely undermine the functioning of 

society (Gov. Bill 2001/02:158, p. 19; Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 118; Gov. 

Bill 2001/02:10, p. 47). However, it was also acknowledged that: 
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While the concept of security is broadening, it is neither reasonable 

nor manageable to consider that everything capable of affecting the 

situation of the country and its citizens has security policy 

relevance. (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, p. 44) 

In the preceding period, we observed how the initial broadening of the 

articulation of threats sparked a discussion on the need to differentiate 

between security situations primarily affecting individuals or limited 

events and those with a more significant societal impact. This discussion 

continued during this period, with the Government stating that certain 

issues should not be considered threats relevant to Sweden’s security and 

defence policy:  

However, conceivable deteriorations in living standards and living 

conditions that can be associated with long-term changes in trade 

and industrial conditions, impoverishment of natural resources, 

social conditions, environmental damage and climate change, etc., 

should not be seen as security policy threats in themselves. Such 

questions should primarily be managed within other policy areas 

than defence and security policy. (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, p. 44) 

Peacetime societal threats that were relevant from a security policy 

perspective were now conceptualised as extraordinary, low-probability 

events with the potential for rapid escalation. These threats were further 

articulated as having consequences so severe or widespread that they 

could cause serious disruptions to essential societal functions or threaten 

fundamental societal values. Additionally, these threats were defined as 

occurring on a scale that individuals could not manage alone, 

necessitating swift, comprehensive and coordinated efforts from multiple 

societal actors to mitigate their impacts (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 118; 

Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 37, 47–48; Gov. Bill 2005/06:133, p. 39). 

societal security refers to events and circumstances that individual 

citizens lack the capacity to fully manage on their own and which 

threaten the functionality and survival of society. (Gov. Bill 

2005/06:133, p. 39) 

Threats to society were thus articulated as in-between situations 

positioned along a spectrum: from war as the most extreme threat to more 

routine accidents or everyday disruptions that did not warrant security 

policy attention (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 118; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 
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37, 47–48; Gov. Bill 2005/06:133, p. 45).50 The analysis also shows that, over 

time, societal threats were increasingly labelled as “crises” (Gov. Bill 

2005/06:133; Gov. Bill 2007/08:92) and conceptualised as: 

Crisis refers to an event that inflicts harm on many people and large 

parts of society and that threatens fundamental values and 

functions. (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 7) 

Taken together, this period shows a clear rearticulation of the threat 

landscape: while a traditional military invasion remained formally 

acknowledged as the most serious danger, it was consistently 

downplayed as unlikely, and policy increasingly foregrounded diverse, 

transnational and non-conventional threats. In this way, the analysis 

demonstrates both how hierarchies among threats were constructed and 

how the broadening of the security agenda reshaped the boundaries of 

what was considered a legitimate concern for security and defence policy. 

Security referent objects 

In the first defence bill of this period, presented in 2001, the overarching 

security policy objectives remained consistent with previous 

formulations: 

Sweden’s security policy ultimately aims to preserve our country’s 

peace and independence. The security policy objective is to, at all 

times and in the ways we independently choose, safeguard our 

freedom to act—both as an individual nation and in cooperation 

with others—in order to develop our society. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, 

p. 36, p. 12)51 

However, a slight modification in this formulation can be observed. 

Sweden's security is now defined as ensuring "peace and independence," 

contrasting with the earlier emphasis on national autonomy and freedom.  

In the policy it was argued that Sweden’s security interests had evolved, 

becoming broader and also more difficult to clearly define (Gov. Bill 

                                                           
50 Energy supply and telecommunications, in particular, were described as important (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, pp. 51–52; Skr. 1998/99:33). As in the previous period, 11 areas were identified where good 

preparedness for severe societal peacetime hardships was considered especially important: radioactive 

fallout, electricity supply, water supply, telecommunications, radio and TV, floods and dam bursts, 

mass influx of asylum seekers and aid seekers to Sweden, terrorism, severe epidemics, chemical 

accidents and release of dangerous substances into the sea and overarching informational security. 
51 1992: Freedom and national autonomy, Swedish: frihet och nationellt oberoende. 1995/96: freedom and 

autonomy, Swedish: frihet och oberoende. 2001: Peace and independence, Swedish: fred och självständighet. 

2009: the ultimate aim of the policy was the country’s “political autonomy and independence”. 
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2001/02:10, pp. 35–36). It was also stated that Sweden’s security interests 

increasingly overlapped with internationally shared security concerns, 

and that protecting Sweden and the country’s national interests was 

closely aligned with international solidarity and humanitarian objectives 

(Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 118–119). 

In the long-term policy decision from 2004, the definition of security 

referent objects underwent further reformulation. Sweden’s sovereignty 

remained the core objective, but security was articulated as consisting of 

concentric, interconnected circles. 

Sweden’s security policy aims to preserve peace and independence 

for our country, contribute to stability and security in our vicinity, 

and to strengthen international peace and security. (Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, p. 23) 

A notable development during this period was the increasing emphasis 

on the connection between Sweden's security and that of the European 

Union (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 34). 

In the foreseeable future, the threats that may be directed against 

Sweden's security are also common threats for us and other EU 

countries, and threats to the EU's collective security may also pose 

threats to us. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 34) 

The evolving understanding of the referent was also reflected in how the 

objectives of Swedish defence were defined. In the 2001 bill, the primary 

tasks of Total Defence remained unchanged, specifying that defence 

resources should be used to:  

• defend Sweden against armed attacks, 

• assert our territorial integrity, 

• contribute to peace and security in the world, and 

• strengthen Swedish society during severe strains in peacetime. 

(Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 118)  

By 2004, however, these objectives had been substantially reformulated 

and the focus shifted. The objectives of Sweden’s defence were now 

articulated as preserving peace and independence by: 

• helping to manage and prevent crises in the world around us,  

• asserting our territorial integrity,  

• defending Sweden against armed attack,  
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• protecting the civilian population and safeguarding the most important 

societal functions during an armed attack or war in the surrounding 

world. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 31-33, p. 37, pp. 211-212)  

The order in which tasks are listed should perhaps not be overinterpreted, 

but it is noteworthy that, for the first time, defending Sweden against an 

armed attack is no longer listed at the top. Instead, the primary task is that 

the defence should preserve Sweden by helping to manage and prevent 

crises internationally. An important change is also that societal security 

during peacetime was again removed as a main task for the defence. In 

line with the traditional formulation seen in 1992, protecting the civilian 

population and safeguarding critical societal functions is again defined as 

a key task for the defence only during armed conflict or military crises. In 

the bill from 2004, separate referent objects are also defined for the first 

time within security policy for domestic societal security in peacetime. 

Societal security in peacetime was articulated as protection against threats 

to:  

• the life or health of the population  

• major ecological or economic values 

• basic values in society (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5 Swe. summary p. 29; Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, pp. 208–209) 

Additionally, the objectives of Sweden’s international civilian crisis 

management were more clearly articulated. International civilian crisis 

management was stated to have three main aims.: 

• to strengthen Sweden’s capability to deal with national crises, 

• to help increase security in the world around us, 

• to be able to help people in distress (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, Eng. summary, 

p. 7; p. 31) 

What we see is hence that participation in international cooperation to 

promote security was rationalised partly as a means of strengthening a 

national security objective. In this case, it was argued that increased 

participation in international civilian crisis management enhanced 

Sweden’s national crisis management capacity (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, 

English summary, p. 7, p. 31). 

What emerges from this period is hence that Swedish sovereignty remains 

the primary security referent object, but an increasingly diverse range of 

non-state referent objects is now being articulated and more clearly 

specified. The potential conflicts between securing the state and protecting 
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these other referents are not problematised; rather, it is consistently 

emphasised that securing all of these referents is aligned and mutually 

reinforcing. Promoting international security, in both military and civilian 

dimensions, is articulated as a means of strengthening Sweden’s security 

while simultaneously being argued as enhancing security for 

international referent objects. 

Taken together, the analysis shows that Sweden’s sovereignty continued 

to serve as the central security referent object, but concentric circles of 

security were increasingly articulated to encompass European and 

international security. These non-state referents were consistently 

positioned as mutually reinforcing with national security, with 

international cooperation described both as an end in itself and as a means 

of safeguarding Sweden’s security. An important development was the 

re-separation of societal security in peacetime from national security and 

defence. Although societal security continued to be constructed as part of 

the broader security policy, this period marked the first time that distinct 

referent objects were clearly articulated within the overarching policy 

framework. This illustrates a layered construction of referents in which 

the state remained primary but was embedded within broader regional 

and global commitments. 

How to achieve and uphold security    

During this period, the most significant change occurred in the 

articulation of how security should be achieved and upheld. Sweden now 

formally abandoned its centuries-old neutrality doctrine while retaining 

its military non-alignment. In the 2001 Foreign Policy Declaration, it was 

explicitly stated: 

We leave the old policy of neutrality behind. Sweden cannot remain 

neutral if a neighbouring country, a member of the European Union 

or a candidate country is subjected to threats or attacks. [...] Threats 

to peace and our security are best averted through collaboration and 

cooperation with other countries. (Riksdagens protokoll 2001/02:68, 

p. 5) 

The new policy stance was described as "modern and open" (Riksdagens 

protokoll 2001/02:68).  

The evolving security landscape in Europe was described as creating a 

new context for Swedish security and defence policy, one that afforded 
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Sweden greater flexibility in its approach to security and more 

opportunities for international engagement. 

We can now free ourselves from the Cold War and, to a greater 

extent, contribute to collective security in Europe. (Gov. Bill 

1999/2000:30, p. 11; see also Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 12) 

In addition, the notion that Sweden’s security could be upheld 

independently was described as increasingly challenged. Security, it was 

argued, could no longer be maintained in isolation, but had become 

dependent on international cooperation (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, para. 5; 

Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, paras. 3, 4, and 4.1).  

Sweden’s best way to protect its own security is to partake in 

international engagements that aim to promote peace, security and 

safety in the surrounding world. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 196) 

Thus, it was argued that national security began in the international 

sphere, where threats could be addressed before reaching the national 

level (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, paras. 3, 4 and 4.1). The importance of the 

international community having the capacity to act jointly and remain 

united was emphasised (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, pp. 11, 23–26). 

When the long-term defence bill Our Future Defence (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5) 

was presented, the EU’s new solidarity clause was under development. 

The bill stated the following: 

Through our membership in the European Union, we participate in 

a solidarity-based community whose primary purpose is to prevent 

war on the European continent. 

The development of a common European security and defence policy was 

described as altering the foundations of Sweden’s defence policy (Gov. 

Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 23–24; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, pp. 7–8; 

Ds 2004:30, p. 76). It was stated that Sweden anticipated that the country 

would continue to cooperate with its Nordic neighbours and EU member 

states if the security situation were to deteriorate, and expected that it 

would not face threats to its essential security interests alone. 

It is hard to imagine that Sweden would remain neutral in the event 

of an armed attack against another EU country. It is equally difficult 

to imagine that other EU countries would not act in the same way. 

(Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 23) 
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In the policy text, it was also acknowledged that the new solidarity 

approach might include military resources: 

 If another member state were to be the victim of a terror attack or 

natural disaster, Sweden must be able to help by sending 

humanitarian assistance, making civilian rescue efforts and if 

necessary deploying military resources. We can also expect help 

from other member states should Sweden suffer a similar fate. (Gov. 

Bill 2004/05:5 Eng. summary p. 8) 

It was however also consistently emphasised that Sweden’s military non-

alignment remained intact, and that Sweden’s increasing involvement in 

international security cooperation, along with the new solidarity 

approach, did not conflict with this position.  

Sweden is militarily non-aligned and does not enter into binding 

defence guarantees. There is no contradiction between the military 

non-alignment and the strong solidarity between the EU countries. 

(Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 23) 

Apart from cooperation that involved mutual defence guarantees in the 

event of an armed attack, it was argued that in essence any other form was 

permissible (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 26; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 23–24; 

Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, pp. 7–8; Ds 2004:30, p. 76).  

The military non-alignment policy, except for agreements on 

mutual support in defence against an attack, placed no restraints on 

Sweden’s comprehensive and active participation in increasingly 

deepened international security cooperation. This also included the 

military domain. (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74 para 5.2) 

It was also emphasised that EU security cooperation was 

intergovernmental and based on political solidarity rather than collective 

defence (e.g., Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 26; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 23–24; 

Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, pp. 7–8; Ds 2004:30, p. 76). 

This reform was based on the argument that, with the diminishing threat 

of invasion, only basic territorial defence capabilities would be required 

in the foreseeable future. Defence spending as a share of GDP now 

decreased from 2.2% at the beginning of the period to approximately 1.3% 

by its end (SIPRI, 2026). It was also argued that the low level of military 

threat presented an opportunity for extensive modernisation, allowing 

Sweden to adapt to the evolving security environment and contribute 
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more effectively to international security, while still maintaining the 

necessary national defence capabilities. The ambition stated was that 

Sweden, after the reform, would have a smaller yet more capable defence 

force. This shift was described as a transition from an “invasion defence” 

to a modern, flexible and accessible “operational defence” (Gov. Bill 

1999/2000:30, pp. 11–12; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 128, 131; Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, p. 12; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, Introduction, pp. 7, 

14).52 It was also decided that segments of the Home Guard should be 

developed into more advanced National Protection Forces, with better-

trained personnel and upgraded equipment, tasked with more complex 

responsibilities in maintaining traditional territorial defence (Ds 1999:55; 

Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, pp. 15-16, 40, 44; Gov. Bill 2001/02:159 pp. 5, 21-24). 

Sweden's ambition to engage in international operations expanded 

significantly, both in terms of mission scope and the complexity of tasks 

undertaken (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 19-21). As stated in the policy text:  

 The aim is for Swedish operational units to be designed so that they 

are able to deal with the most complex situations and most difficult 

tasks. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, Eng. Summary, p. 10)53 

Following this, interoperability with international standards also became 

increasingly important for the Swedish military, with a focus on 

enhancing the capacity for rapid response and the deployment of units. 

The reforms to an operational force also included a further integration and 

coordination in Sweden's force structure, which largely separated national 

and international capacities with a dedicated task force for foreign 

missions (utlandsstyrkan). This integrated approach was also argued to 

be more cost-effective, enabling Sweden to address a wider range of 

emerging threats while making more efficient use of public resources. 

Technological modernisation was another central aspect of the reforms. 

The armed forces were envisioned to operate within a "network-based 

defence"54 in the future, leveraging advancements in information and 

communications technology (ICT) to enhance military operations. This 

approach aimed to provide Sweden with information superiority, 

enabling the optimal deployment of operational forces at the right place 

                                                           
52 Swe: Från invasionsförsvar till insatsförsvar 
53 At the turn of 2001/2002, Sweden began its participation in the NATO-led International Security 

Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, marking one of its largest and longest international missions, 

which continued until 2014.  
54 Swedish: nätverksbaserat försvar. 



151 

 

and time and achieving strategic objectives with minimal losses (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, p. 129). Furthermore, it was argued that integrating other Total 

Defence agencies into these technological networks would enhance 

society’s overall capacity to manage crises and emergencies in a 

coordinated manner (Ds 2001:44, p. 30; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 2, 129–

131, 242–248; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 50–51; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English 

summary, pp. 14–15). 

The reforms during this period also affected the management of peacetime 

security. It was now emphasised in the policy that the Swedish Armed 

Forces’ unique role in ensuring security lay in their capacity for armed 

combat (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, p. 5). As discussed above, 

in 2004 peacetime crisis management was removed from the list of 

primary responsibilities of Total Defence (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 37, 211–

212). The capacity to use Total Defence resources in managing serious 

incidents was also significantly diminished as the Total Defence structure 

was phased out (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, p. 10). 

As discussed in the previous chapter, it had been concluded that the 

evolving security situation required an enhanced capacity to ensure 

societal security during peacetime. In the policy text, it was now argued 

that for the management of threats and risks to society in peacetime, other 

resources were more appropriate than those associated with military 

security (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 208). Furthermore, it was stated that the 

Total Defence concept was understood by the population to be specifically 

connected to wartime scenarios and the exceptional measures required 

during such situations. Therefore, the Total Defence concept should 

continue to be reserved for military crisis and armed conflict, as the 

unique measures then required were not justified for managing societal 

threats in peacetime (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 38–40; see also SOU 2001:41; 

SOU 2001:86; Ds 2001:44; Gov. Bill 2001/02:158). 

War is such an exceptional situation that it motivates special 

regulations and organisational conditions that cannot be motivated 

by accidents or malicious acts etc. in peacetime society. (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, p. 39) 

A new policy area was established for societal security, and in 2002 a new 

crisis management system was introduced (Gov. Bill 2001/02:158, pp. 10, 

24, 27). The Total Defence Authority, the National Swedish Board of 
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Civilian Preparedness,55 which had been primarily responsible for 

wartime planning, was dissolved and replaced by the Swedish Crisis 

Management Agency.56 The new agency was tasked with coordinating 

societal preparedness for both peacetime and wartime disruptions (Gov. 

Bill 2001/02:158, p. 43; Bet. 2001/02:FöU10, Rskr. 2001/02:261). In the policy 

it was emphasised that security must be protected with both military and 

non-military means and that sharing of civil-military resources was 

important (Gov. Bill 2005/06:133, p. 39, pp. 28–29). This now meant that 

the small remaining civil defence capacities were to be integrated into the 

peacetime crisis management framework (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 208). The 

Home Guard was in addition increasingly recognised as a valuable 

reinforcing resource for societal security during peacetime (Gov. Bill 

1999/2000:30, pp. 15–16; Gov. Bill 2001/02:159, p. 22; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 

58).  

Furthermore, it was argued in the policy that the Voluntary Defence 

Organisations had not sufficiently adapted to the evolving security 

environment, and efforts were made to redirect civic voluntary 

engagement towards societal security during peacetime rather than 

traditional Total Defence (Gov. Bill 2001/02:159, pp. 5, 16; Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, pp. 115–117, 211–215; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, p. 

30).  

The policy text emphasised the collective responsibility for peacetime 

security, stressing that the ability to prevent and manage extraordinary 

situations relied on broad public support and active engagement. This 

responsibility was stated to be shared by both public and private actors, 

with voluntary engagement playing a central role. Societal security was 

therefore portrayed as a collective effort, where individuals and 

companies were expected to contribute. The policy text also highlighted 

the importance of understanding these shared responsibilities for effective 

crisis management. Furthermore, all societal actors were encouraged to 

stay informed about risks, with an emphasis on the proactive value of 

awareness, preparedness and engagement to strengthen societal resilience 

in addressing emerging security challenges (Gov. Bill 2001/02:159, pp. 5, 

16; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 115–117, 211–215; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English 

summary, p. 30). 

                                                           
55 Swedish: Överstyrelsen för civil beredskap 
56 Swedish: Krisberedskapsmyndigheten 
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We share the responsibility for our security. It is important to create 

a balance between expectations and responsibility. The public sector 

has the primary responsibility for Sweden’s security. However, 

individuals and companies also have a responsibility and thus play 

an important role in security efforts. The public sector has a 

responsibility to clarify, utilise and organise this in the best possible 

way. At the same time, individuals and companies must keep 

themselves informed about relevant risks and threats, and the 

demands these pose. (Ds 2006:1, pp. 15–16) 

To summarise, during this period the country’s defence concept formally 

abandoned neutrality in favour of solidarity within the EU and Nordic 

community, while continuing to emphasise that military non-alignment 

remained intact. Security was increasingly described as dependent on 

international cooperation. Swedish policy articulated that security began 

in the international sphere and that participation in international 

operations was essential to safeguarding national security. Sweden’s 

ambition to engage in international operations therefore expanded 

significantly. The organisation of the armed forces reflected this new 

orientation: the traditional Total Defence structure was phased out, and 

invasion defence was replaced by an “operational defence” designed for 

flexibility, interoperability and rapid deployment abroad.  

At the same time, defence spending as a share of GDP fell to 

unprecedented low levels. The role of defence in managing threats within 

the domestic sphere in peacetime was also redefined. A re-separation of 

societal security from national defence was introduced, with 

responsibility for peacetime crisis management once again removed from 

the Swedish Armed Forces’ core tasks. A separate civil crisis management 

system was established to address security in peacetime, while the armed 

forces’ unique capacity was underlined as their capacity for armed 

combat. 

Taken together, the articulation of how to achieve and uphold security 

was reshaped: security was portrayed as best upheld through 

international engagement with a smaller but more capable operational 

force, while the management of peacetime crises was civilianised, 

reflecting a clearer division of labour between military and non-military 

security responsibilities. 
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Legitimating the soldiering of the armed forces 

The rearticulation of security during this period served to legitimate the 

rapid downsizing and substantial restructuring of the Swedish Armed 

Forces, affecting both conscripted and employed personnel. The central 

importance of well-aligned personnel provision to the defence reform was 

emphasised, with two issues in particular identified as critical: the staffing 

of international missions and the management of personnel costs. 

As Sweden’s ambition to participate in international operations increased, 

so too did the demand for personnel willing to serve abroad. Legislative 

amendments were introduced to allow conscripts, under specific 

conditions, to undertake training abroad within the framework of 

international cooperation. For employed staff, participation in 

international missions became normalised and increasingly regarded as 

an expected component of service. In addition, a series of reforms were 

introduced to “modernise” the conscription system. 

Two significant shifts in Sweden’s traditional soldiering policy occurred 

as it was decided to allow the Swedish Armed Forces (SAF) to employ 

soldiers on full-time contracts, a practice that had previously been 

considered unfeasible as it was associated with a professional force, and 

the legal framework was amended to expand the permissible use of 

military personnel, both employed and conscripted, in counterterrorism 

operations, an especially sensitive issue in Sweden due to historical 

constraints on military involvement in domestic security.  

Key reforms that were proposed but ultimately dismissed during this 

period included the continued rejection of a gender-neutral duty, the 

decision not to expand legal obligations to encompass societal security, 

and the decision not to allow the training of conscripts directly for service 

abroad. These rejected options reveal how the normative boundaries of 

the security contract were understood and maintained. 

The following sections of this chapter explore significant changes as well 

as important continuities in Sweden’s soldiering model, and analyse the 

processes through which the manpower model was legitimised. Attention 

is given to the normative justifications underpinning this reasoning and 

to how tensions or trade-offs between competing norms, values and 

principles were articulated and managed. 

 



155 

 

Legitimating continued use of conscription  

Conscription continued to be legitimised in the policy as the most suitable 

and appropriate staffing system for Sweden’s armed forces. Many of the 

arguments and justifications used to legitimise conscription in previous 

periods were reiterated. Conscription was again emphasised as essential 

for values traditionally emphasised in Swedish defence discourse, such as 

anchoring the military in society and fostering a strong defence 

willingness among the population. Additionally, conscription was argued 

to provide a secure supply of military personnel with high-quality and 

broad competencies (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 181; Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 

19–20; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 13). However, the discourse justifying 

conscription as democratic or as a means of fostering national and social 

cohesion was notably absent during this period.  

The primary justification for conscription, as in the previous period, was 

based on the principle that defending the country represented a common 

national interest. Following this, it was argued, using very similar 

formulations as in the previous period, that defence was a collective 

responsibility and that conscription, and all forms of service under duty, 

upheld this principle. 

The supply of personnel will continue to be conducted in such a way 

that Total Defence is a matter for the whole population. It is essential 

that citizens feel a responsibility and the ability to participate in the 

nation’s defence. This is best ensured through service under duty.  

(Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 16) 

The size of the enlisted cohort, however, steadily declined throughout the 

period. The legitimation was grounded in the rearticulation of security 

and the principle of proportionality. As the military threat was now 

articulated as significantly diminished, it was argued that decreased 

enlistment was aligned with maintaining the infringement on individual 

rights in proportion to the level of threat to national security. 

This led to annual conscription numbers falling from approximately 

30,000 to around 8,300, out of an eligible cohort of about 60,000 men each 

year. The reduction in civil defence enlistments was even more stark, with 

nearly no individuals called to serve in this capacity (Dir. 2007:147, pp. 4, 

8–9). Refresher training also became increasingly infrequent (Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, pp. 212–213; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, p. 30; see 

also Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 211). 
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Maintaining legitimacy – modernised duty 

The analysis shows an increasing concern over public perceptions of 

fairness in the progressively partial conscription system, alongside 

considerations of how conscription should be organised to effectively 

address the military demands arising from the rearticulation of security 

as a problem. At the outset of this period, it was noted that: “The 

application of the duty system has been questioned” (Gov. Bill 1998/99:74, 

p. 131). No specific information was provided regarding the nature of 

these concerns or who had raised them. However, the inclusion of such 

statements in a government bill can be interpreted as part of a legitimation 

process, whereby political authorities signal their awareness of and 

responsiveness to how governance is perceived. 

During this period, a package of reforms was also introduced, described 

as a “modernisation” of the Total Defence duty. A central aspect of these 

reforms aimed to make conscription more characterised by individual 

choice, legitimised as a form of conscription based on voluntarism. As 

stated in the bill Improved Conditions for Individuals Subject to Total Defence 

Duty from 2001:  

The modern duty, unlike its application during the invasion defence 

era, is based on a higher degree of voluntarism. (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:11, p. 20) 

This development continued the trajectory from the previous period, 

during which greater emphasis was placed on individuals’ willingness to 

serve during the enlistment process (Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 128, Bet. FöU1, 

Rskr. 1994/95:78). Moving forward, it was decided that recruitment should 

focus on enlisting individuals who were motivated and interested in 

serving. The legitimation was based on the argument that, with the low 

threat to national security, it was more appropriate to train individuals 

who actively wanted to serve (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 24; Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, p. 82).  

During the assessment of who is best suited, the individual's 

motivation for service should be a very important consideration. 

(Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 24) 
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This decision was further justified on military grounds in relation to 

individual performance. It was argued that, although participation in the 

defence was a duty, individual motivation led to greater effectiveness, as 

participants with a positive attitude towards a task were expected to 

perform better. 

Total Defence duty forms the foundation for staffing Total Defence. 

The duty ensures that Total Defence receives the best personnel. The 

person most suited for a position should be selected for the task. A 

person is rarely best suited if they do not find the training they are 

required to dedicate part of their life to relevant, either for the 

defence or for themselves. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 20) 

The analysis indicates that a key motivation was the need to ensure that 

individuals enlisted for military training would, upon completing their 

conscripted duty, be inclined to continue their service under an 

employment contract. The rearticulation of security created a tension 

within Sweden’s soldiering model. The demand for service members 

volunteering for international missions increased, while fewer individuals 

underwent military training, thereby shrinking the pool of potential 

recruits for employed service. It was also decided that, in evaluating an 

individual’s suitability for enlistment, special attention should be given to 

their interest in international service. 

According to the government’s view, special consideration should 

also be given to an individual’s willingness to undertake 

international service during the selection process. (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:11, p. 24) 

Legitimated by the argument that, with the decreased demand for service 

members, those unwilling to serve were no longer seen as suitable 

candidates, it was also decided that individuals who had been convicted 

of evading Total Defence duty should not be drafted again (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:11, p. 24; see also Law 1994:1811). 

Another aspect of the described modernisation was the ambition to 

improve conditions for conscripts, aiming to enhance their experience of 

national service before, during and after basic training. This initiative was 

legitimised as a means of fostering motivation among conscripts and was 

based on the argument that, for the Swedish Armed Forces to successfully 

recruit motivated individuals, basic military training needed to be 
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perceived as personally beneficial and as a future asset for the individual. 

As articulated in the long-term bill from 2001: 

Of course, motivation does not emerge automatically, but it is of 

utmost importance that basic training itself is perceived as 

beneficial to the individual. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 24) 

The policy discourse also reflects a justification for improving conscripts’ 

conditions, rooted in assumptions about how they perceive fairness. A 

central argument was that conscripts should not experience a sense of 

unequal treatment or feel that their obligations placed them at a 

disadvantage relative to others who were not performing national service. 

It was emphasised that: 

 the individual must perceive that they are being fairly treated in 

comparison to their peers of same age that are not undergoing basic 

training within the Total Defence. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 20) 

In the policy, it was argued that conscript compensation should therefore 

be adjusted to make conscripts’ financial situation more comparable to 

that of those who were not enlisted, in order to ensure that the 

compensation would not be perceived as unfair and would motivate 

rather than effectively disincentivise service: 

A compensation system that contributes to the individual’s positive 

attitude towards service should be designed, as today’s 

compensation does not appear to incentivise it. (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:11p. 40) 

Another reform aimed at improving conscription conditions involved 

better coordination between military enlistment and training periods and 

the civilian education system. This adjustment was also justified as a 

means of maintaining the legitimacy of conscription, based on principles 

of fairness. The idea was to ensure that enlistment would not negatively 

affect individuals’ educational opportunities or lead to unnecessary 

unemployment before or after national service. Additionally, the reform 

included improvements to insurance coverage for injuries sustained 

during service (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 183, 209; Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 

20, 32–41; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 82–87). 

Part of the described modernisation also involved changes to the 

disciplinary system, including the removal of certain coercive measures. 

These reforms were justified on the basis of respect for individual 
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autonomy and described as measures from an era characterised by 

different norms. Furthermore, it was argued that the Swedish Armed 

Forces must be aligned with societal norms and adopt practices similar to 

those of other public authorities in Sweden (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 20, 

42–43).57  

This reflects that the reforms introduced, described as a ‘modernisation’ 

of conscription, were closely linked to maintaining its legitimacy, 

particularly in its increasingly partial form, but also aimed to adapt 

conscription to align with the new military demands arising from the 

rearticulation of security as a problem. 

Legitimating changes in conscript training  

In the 2001 defence bill, it was proposed that the legislation should be 

amended to expand what could be included in training under the duty 

system with regard to training abroad. The Swedish Law on Total Defence 

Duty (Law 1994:1809) stipulates that restrictions on rights are justified 

solely by the demands of national defence. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, military training and service abroad had, under this framework, 

not been considered obligations under the existing security contract, and 

participation in such activities had required explicit consent from all 

individuals involved. 

The analysis shows that the legitimation for expanding the duty was 

based on the argument that the established principle, that only national 

security could justify compulsory service, remained unchanged. 

However, it was argued that this principle should be interpreted 

differently within the contemporary security environment. As previously 

discussed, the articulation of security had shifted towards increasing 

emphasis on international operations as a means of safeguarding 

Sweden’s security. In line with this, it was argued that activities 

previously regarded as unjustified components of conscript duty could, 

under certain circumstances, now be included within the scope of military 

service justified by national security (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 30–31). 

                                                           
57 For example, some instances of absence without leave were to be treated in the same manner as 

comparable non-criminal misconduct within the wider public sector. Serious violations of legal duty 

could lead to criminal prosecution under the applicable provisions of the Total Defence Duty Act. The 

disciplinary measure of curfew, previously used as a form of deprivation of liberty without a court ruling, 

was to be abolished. 
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As the Swedish defence has changed direction, the envisioned war 

task no longer has the same content. This means that elements that 

previously could not be part of the training for people under Total 

Defence duty can now be included. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 1) 

The legitimation further built on the argument that training within the 

framework of international cooperation could offer concrete experience, 

essential competencies and enhance the ability to operate in a transformed 

security environment, all of which would ultimately bolster conscripts’ 

capacity to defend the nation. Thus, the law was changed so that training 

conscripts abroad was legally justified, provided it demonstrably 

enhanced skills pertinent to national defence (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 30–

31; Law 1994:588 §2; Law 1994:1809, chap. 5 para. 3). 

In addition, the analysis shows that the legitimation was built on the 

argument that this change would not alter the established principle 

regarding acceptable individual risk for conscripts. In the policy, it was 

acknowledged that conscript training carries risks; however, these risks 

were argued to be justifiable given the training’s critical role in national 

defence. In legitimising the reform, it was underscored in the policy that 

training within the framework of international cooperation adheres to the 

same safety standards as other conscription training (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, 

pp. 30–31; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 13).  

when assessing what should be included in the training, the obvious 

principle is that conscripts must not be exposed to unjustified risks. 

The risk of injury must never exceed what can be considered 

acceptable. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 30) 

It was also stated that training elements with the least risk of injury should 

be chosen when alternatives exist and the training goal can still be 

achieved. The limits for the risks that could be justified by conscripts’ 

ability to carry out the task of defending the country were further argued 

not to be suited to exact definitions or regulations. The legitimising 

discourse again referred to the principle having remained unchanged in 

this regard and emphasised that responsibility for assessing justified risks 

lay with professionals:  

The assessment is, as it is today, made by the person responsible for 

the training. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, p. 30) 
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With this legitimation, a revision of the law was made that broadened the 

scope of what was included as an obligation following from the social 

contract for Swedish male citizens. The law was amended to allow 

training for peace-supporting operations to be included as part of both 

basic and refresher military training, under the condition that such 

training also contributed to maintaining or enhancing conscripts’ 

knowledge and competence required for national defence (Law 1994:1809, 

chap. 5, 3 §; Law 1994:588, 2 §; SFS 2002:278; Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 30–

31; SFS 2002:276).58  

In the 2004 long-term defence bill, a new structure for conscript training 

was proposed, marking another reform that altered the conditions of 

conscript service. This analysis shows that the legitimation for this reform 

also drew upon the internationalised articulation of security as a problem. 

Within the policy, it was argued that the existing training system 

remained largely oriented towards defence against invasion and, despite 

its relatively high costs, no longer delivered the required performance 

(Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 83; Försvarsmakten 2004, Bilaga 8). The current 

system was described as limiting the Swedish Armed Forces’ ability to 

align with the country’s contemporary security policy and assigned tasks. 

International operations had become regular assignments, and the 

capacity for rapid reaction missions abroad, in particular, was considered 

ill-suited to the existing training model. Consequently, the reform was 

                                                           

58Government Bill 1993/94:244 proposed the Act on Training for Peacekeeping Activities (lagen [1994:588] 

om utbildning för fredsbevarande verksamhet), which authorised the government to send an armed force 

abroad to participate in exercises and other training for peacekeeping activities within the framework of 

international cooperation. The bill stipulated that individuals not employed by the Armed Forces had to 

consent to participation. Government Bill 1994/95:6 later noted that there was no legal basis for ordering 

conscripts to participate in units sent, at the request or invitation of the UN or another international 

organisation, to another country for peacekeeping tasks or exercises. Government Bill 1995/96:37 

proposed replacing fredsbevarande [peacekeeping] with fredsfrämjande [peace-support] in the title and text 

of the law, reflecting the broader scope of Sweden’s participation in international peace-support 

cooperation. Government Bill 2001/02:11 proposed allowing training for peace-support activities to be 

included in basic and refresher training under the Total Defence Duty Act, provided that the training 

provided, maintained, or developed the knowledge and skills required for wartime tasks. Finally, 

Government Bill 2015/16:122 proposed amending Act 1994:588 so that the government’s authorisation to 

send an armed force abroad for exercises and other training would cover all forms of training within the 

framework of international military cooperation, rather than only training for peace-support activities. 

The amendment renamed the law the Act on Training within the Framework of International Military 

Cooperation (lagen [1994:588] om utbildning inom ramen för internationellt militärt samarbete) (Gov. Bill 

2015/16:122; SFS 2016:647; cf. SFS 2016:649). This illustrates a gradual broadening of the legal framework 

whereby international training became increasingly connected to conscripts’ wartime tasks. 
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legitimised as a necessary component of the modernisation process, aimed 

at enhancing military rationality and efficiency in response to 

contemporary security demands (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 78; Gov. Bill 

2004/05:43; Försvarsmakten 2004, Bilaga 8). 

Following a suggestion from the Swedish Armed Forces (Försvarsmakten 

2004, Bilaga 8), the existing structure of basic military training—in which 

the duration of both basic and refresher training varied depending on the 

category of service tasks—was replaced by a system in which all 

conscripts would undergo 11 months of training, divided into two 

semesters. While the average length of training remained slightly over 300 

days, the reform was described as a measure to harmonise and streamline 

the training system, making it more standardised and uniform. 

Importantly, an optional third semester of 3–5 months was also 

introduced, specifically designed to prepare conscripts for international 

service. To make this option more attractive, it included the added 

incentive of higher compensation (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, 

pp. 15–16; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 78, 82–86). 

Delegitimating expanded duties: gender-neutrality, societal security 

and direct conscripted training for international service  

During this period, significant changes to the legal duties associated with 

Total Defence were proposed and debated but ultimately dismissed, 

thereby maintaining the established terms of the social contract. As noted 

above, toward the end of the previous period, a parliamentary inquiry 

was appointed to conduct a broad review of Total Defence duty and its 

future application. This included investigations into the potential for 

gender-neutral conscription and whether mandatory service should be 

expanded to encompass tasks related to societal security during peacetime 

(Dir. 1997:106; Dir. 1998:49; Dir. 1999:85; see also Gov. Bill 1995/96:12, p. 

24). Additionally, in 2003, the Swedish Armed Forces  were tasked with 

producing a report on the conditions for and consequences of 

implementing a future gender-neutral duty (Fö2003/1456/MIL).  

Both the parliamentary inquiry and the Swedish Armed Forces 

recommended the introduction of gender-neutral service obligations 

(SOU 2000:21; Försvarsmakten 2004, Bilaga 8). Their primary argument 

was that gender-neutral conscription would expand the recruitment base 

and help ensure that staffing needs, both in terms of quantity and quality, 

could be met, particularly with regard to recruiting motivated 
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individuals. The SAF, in particular, cited several long-term challenges: 

declining youth health, rising expectations on conscript skills, shrinking 

age cohorts and the need to attract recruits willing to serve. These 

developments, the SAF argued, necessitated access to a broader 

recruitment pool. Additionally, gender-neutral conscription was seen as a 

means to promote gender equality within the SAF and to improve the 

recruitment and retention of female officers (Försvarsmakten 2004, Bilaga 

8, pp. 74–77). 

The analysis shows that, compared to the previous period, the lack of 

gender balance and the need to increase female participation in the armed 

forces received greater attention in policy discussions. Also from the 

perspective of political authorities, the primary arguments in favour of a 

more gender-equal force were grounded in considerations of military 

effectiveness, specifically ensuring a sustainable future supply of 

personnel and enhancing overall competence within the armed forces 

(e.g., Gov. Bill 2001/02:10; Gov. Bill 2001/02:11; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5; Ds 

2003:34, p. 62; Ds 2004:30, pp. 115–116; Försvarsutskottet, Bet. 

2001/02:FöU3). In addition, broader diversity within the armed forces was 

described as crucial for maintaining the legitimacy of the Swedish Armed 

Forces in the eyes of the population. Diversity was portrayed as a means 

of anchoring the armed forces more firmly within society and enhancing 

the SAF’s credibility (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 216–217). 

Introducing gender-neutral conscription was, however, rejected by 

political authorities. Compared to the previous period, gender-neutral 

conscription was now described in the policy text as appropriate in 

principle. The Defence Commission, for example, described gender 

equality as a fundamental objective and anticipated that gender-neutral 

conscription would be introduced in the future (Ds 2003:34, pp. 61–62; Ds 

2004:30, pp. 114–116). The report Defence for a New Time stated that: 

a natural development in the long term would likely be a gender-

neutral duty. (Ds 2004:30, p. 115) 

The analysis shows that its delegitimisation was grounded in the view that 

expanding conscription at this point, given the prevailing security 

situation, was not justified. The discourse that delegitimised gender-

neutral conscription rested on the proportionality principle and the need 

to balance the infringement of individual rights against actual national 

security demands. In addition, political authorities not only asserted that 
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such a reform was unjustified, but also made a representative claim that 

broadening conscription during a period of low national defence demand 

could be perceived by the public as an unnecessary and illegitimate 

measure. The policy text also reflected concerns that such a reform could 

undermine the existing recruitment strategy. Expanding compulsory 

measures was seen as contradictory and potentially counterproductive to 

the prevailing soldiering policy, which emphasised attracting individuals 

who were willing and motivated to serve. This raised concerns that 

introducing new mandatory elements could make military service appear 

more coercive and less appealing, potentially weakening the effectiveness 

of the current recruitment model (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 210; Gov. Bill 

2001/02:11, p. 20; Ds 2003:34, pp. 61–62; Ds 2004:30, pp. 113–116; 

Försvarsutskottet, Bet. 2001/02:FöU3). 

Given that the need for conscripts is low, expanding towards a 

gender-neutral general conscription could also lead to legitimacy 

problems. (Ds 2004:30, p. 115) 

The delegitimation was further supported by the view that implementing 

gender-neutral conscription, particularly in the context of low enlistment 

demand, was economically unjustifiable. Lastly, it was argued that such a 

reform could paradoxically undermine gender balance. The reduced need 

for conscripts, combined with a broader recruitment base, risked resulting 

in fewer women being selected, especially if preferential selection 

mechanisms for women were removed and physical performance 

requirements remained unchanged. Taken together, it was argued that 

further investigation into the potential legitimacy of introducing gender-

neutral conscription should be preceded by exhausting all alternative 

measures to recruit more women on a voluntary basis (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:11, p. 20; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 15, 210; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 

81–87; Ds 2004:30, pp. 113–116).  

The parliamentary inquiry tasked with reviewing the future application 

of Total Defence duty also recommended introducing a societal security 

duty that would apply exclusively in peacetime and remain separate from 

the Total Defence duty (Dir. 1997:106; SOU 2000:21, pp. 505, 512).59 

                                                           
59 The Rescue Service law regulated the systems for protecting people, property and the environment from 

accidents or the risk of accidents. In many situations included under the description of severe peacetime 

hardship for society, measures could also be taken with reference to the universal rescue service duty that 

already existed (Bestämmelserna om tjänsteplikt enligt 44 § räddningstjänstlagen). The Law on Rescue 

Service 1986:1102 (Swedish: Räddningstjänstlagen (1986:1102)) stated that, when it was needed, everyone 

between 18 and 65 was obliged to participate in rescue service to the extent their knowledge, health and 
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However, this proposal to extend legal obligations as part of the security 

contract was dismissed on the basis that only national defence could 

justify compulsory service. As discussed earlier, the articulation of 

security as a problem during this period increasingly drew a distinction 

between national security and defence on the one hand and societal 

security and crisis management on the other. In line with this reasoning, 

it was argued in the policy text that societal security did not justify and 

was not perceived by the public to justify the same extraordinary 

measures as national defence. Consequently, the introduction of a new 

duty for such purposes was rejected (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 38–40; see 

also Ds 2001:44). 

A third proposed but ultimately rejected reform of the legal duties 

concerned allowing conscript training to be oriented specifically towards 

international operations. The Swedish Armed Forces had been tasked 

with examining this question (Fö2003/1456/MIL) and subsequently 

recommended amending the law so that, during enlistment as well as 

basic and refresher training, conscripts could be prepared for service in 

units assigned to international tasks. The SAF argued that this approach 

would increase the likelihood of individuals volunteering for 

international missions upon completing their training, enhance 

organisational flexibility and better align operational capacity with the 

requirements of the new operations-oriented defence model 

(Försvarsmakten 2004, Bilaga 8, p. 10, pp. 28–33). 

However, policymakers rejected the suggestion. As discussed above, the 

law had already been amended, legitimised by the rearticulation of 

security, so that, under certain circumstances, training of conscripts 

abroad as part of international cooperation, previously considered 

unjustified, could be included within the scope of service under duty. In 

this case, however, it was argued that the proposed change was not 

warranted, since it could not be understood as part of national defence 

and only national defence was considered to justify compulsory service 

(Gov. Bill 2001/02:11, pp. 30–31; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 81–86). As stated 

in the defence bill Our Future Defence: 

Training solely for international operations cannot take place, but 

current legislation permits training for such tasks as long as they are 

beneficial for the war mission. According to the Law (1994:1809) on 

                                                           
physical condition allowed (SFS 1986:1102 § 44; Gov. Bill 1985/86:170). There was however no other duty 

to serve or possibility to, with duty as basis, train personnel (Dir. 1997:106). 
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Total Defence Duty, Total Defence duty does not entail any 

obligation to serve in international peacekeeping operations. The 

task of serving internationally is based on a voluntary commitment 

from the individual (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 86) 

This illustrates the continued importance of national defence as the sole 

legitimate basis for compulsory service. Although international missions 

were increasingly articulated as a means of upholding national security, 

they were not considered sufficiently connected to national defence to 

independently justify service under legal duty. 

While the articulation of security expanded to encompass international 

and societal dimensions, the legitimacy of compulsory duty remained 

narrowly tied to national defence. These decisions thus reflect a broader 

pattern in which proposed changes to the social contract were 

delegitimised through the reaffirmation of existing legal and normative 

boundaries. 

Legitimating the use of military personnel in counterterrorism 

operations 

Another significant change during this period was the expansion of the 

ways in which military personnel could be involved in counterterrorism 

efforts. In Sweden, counterterrorism traditionally falls under the 

responsibility of the police, with military involvement strictly limited. As 

discussed earlier, a foundational principle of the Swedish security contract 

is that the Swedish Armed Forces may not be used in tasks involving the 

potential use of force or coercion against individuals in peacetime. This 

restriction is rooted in historical experiences and has been seen as a 

condition for legitimacy. 

However, in 2006, a new law (Law 2006:343) was introduced, allowing the 

Swedish Armed Forces to provide more extensive support to the Police 

Authority and the Security Service in counterterrorism operations. Under 

this law, the police could request assistance from the SAF when they 

lacked the resources to prevent or respond to acts of terrorism. 

In legitimising this legal change, the policy referenced recent international 

terrorist attacks in the United States in 2001, Madrid in 2004, and London 

and Egypt in 2005 as evidence of the increasing threat and the importance 

of effective national preparedness. 
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The evolving nature of terrorism places new demands on 

government actions regarding violence or threats against Swedish 

interests or against foreign interests in Sweden. (Gov. Bill 

2005/06:111 pp. 7-8) 

It was argued that fully addressing the threat of international terrorism 

required using national resources as effectively as possible. In this context, 

the SAF was portrayed as playing an essential role with unique 

capabilities and expertise. The existing legal framework was described as 

too restrictive, and it was asserted that Sweden needed a regulatory 

structure that ensured readiness and responsiveness to terror threats 

(Gov. Bill 2005/06:111, pp. 7–8). 

The analysis shows that, to foster legitimacy for this reform, it was also 

decided that military support would be subject to an added layer of 

democratic control. According to the new law, approval from the 

government was required before the SAF could assist the police in 

counterterrorism efforts. In urgent situations involving immediate threats 

to life, health or significant property, the SAF could participate without 

prior approval, but in such cases the police were required to notify the 

government and seek retroactive consent as soon as possible (Law 

2006:343, §1). 

The law granted military personnel participating in these operations the 

same authority as police officers to use force or coercion against 

individuals and subjected them to the same legal principles of 

proportionality (Law 2006:343, §5). While military personnel would 

operate under military command, the overall responsibility for the 

operation remained with the police, thereby reinforcing civilian control 

(Law 2006:343, §3). 

To further support the legitimacy of this expanded role, the law stipulated 

that SAF personnel involved in such operations must have appropriate 

training and experience. It also required the SAF to ensure that 

participating personnel possessed adequate knowledge of the specific 

conditions relevant to counterterrorism operations (Law 2006:343, §4). 

The law also made it possible for conscripts to participate in such 

operations. However, the use of conscripted personnel undergoing basic 

or refresher training was, like all other training under duty, restricted by 

the requirement that participation must serve as preparation for the task 

of defending the country from war. In other words, a conscript’s 
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involvement was only justified if it contributed to the development or 

maintenance of skills necessary for national defence (Total Defence Duty 

Act 1994:1809, Chapter 5, §3). 

To maintain legitimacy, the law further restricted conscripts’ participation 

based on their exposure to risk: 

He or she must not be assigned to tasks that may involve a not 

insignificant risk of him or her being injured. (Law 2006:343, §6) 

In the preparatory works of the law, the phrase “not insignificant risk” 

was interpreted to mean that the level of danger should not exceed what 

is typically present in ordinary training activities (Gov. Bill 2005/06:111, 

pp. 20, 33, 36–37, 48, 53, 55). 

The new law thus reaffirmed the main principle that the police retain 

primary responsibility for counterterrorism. At the same time, it 

introduced an important exception to the general rule that the Swedish 

Armed Forces may not be used for tasks involving the potential use of 

force or coercion against individuals in peacetime. This exception was 

justified on the basis that such measures could only be used for a clearly 

limited purpose: to intervene against what was now articulated as a 

serious threat posed by terrorism. Crucially, the SAF was not granted the 

authority to act independently in such cases; participation had to take 

place under democratic oversight and the civil leadership of the police. 

This reform highlights the evolving role of the Swedish Armed Forces, 

particularly the shifting perception of terrorism as a national security 

threat, and reflects the increasing integration of military and civilian 

efforts in the area of counterterrorism.  

Legitimating the employment of soldiers 

As discussed above, employing soldiers in Sweden was previously 

described as an unimaginable practice. In 2004, however, a decision was 

made to allow the Swedish Armed Forces to employ OR-rank service 

members on full-time contracts (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, p. 16; Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, pp. 190–191; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 97–99; see also Ds 2004:30, 

pp. 99–112). The possibility of hiring soldiers had first been suggested by 

both a committee of inquiry (dir. 1999:84; dir. 2000:12; dir. 2000:46; SOU 

2001:23, pp. 173–177; see also Dir. 1997:106; Dir. 1998:49; Dir. 1999:85; SOU 

2000:21) and the Swedish Armed Forces, as a way to address the staffing 
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challenges posed by international missions (Försvarsmakten 2004, Bilaga 

8). 

Initially, however, this reform was rejected by political authorities. The 

analysis shows that a concern that employing soldiers might be perceived 

by the public as a shift towards a professional military force, potentially 

undermining the societal norm that participation in defence was a civic 

duty, which was seen as essential to the continued legitimacy of 

conscription (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 195–197): 

A personnel supply system that includes a mix of conscripts and 

employed personnel within the same category risks hollowing out 

Total Defence duty. Employment forms resembling professional 

soldiers or a professional army should not, in the Government’s 

view, be introduced (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 196) 

Additionally, the policy text suggested that other reforms now being 

introduced, particularly those aimed at modernising conscription, would 

reduce the need to employ soldiers in order to staff international missions 

(Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 15). 

When the decision was reversed a few years later, the analysis shows that 

it was legitimised as the outcome of a careful balancing act between 

evolving military rationales and the continued need to uphold the 

legitimacy of conscription. The shift was justified by the increasingly 

urgent staffing challenges posed by international missions, which 

followed from the rearticulation of security. The reform was closely linked 

to Sweden’s commitment to participate in the EU’s “Battle Groups” and 

other rapid reaction forces (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 47, 85, 104–106; see also 

Ds 2004:30, pp. 116–118).60 

This reform formed part of the broader restructuring of the Swedish 

Armed Forces’ personnel, which entailed significant reductions across 

other categories of employed staff. In 2004, plans were announced to 

further reduce the number of employees by approximately 25 per cent 

between 2005 and 2007, with the cuts divided roughly equally between 

professional officers and civilian personnel. The restructuring was 

                                                           
60 With the reduced number of conscripts and increased international ambition, the Swedish Armed Forces 

calculated that at least approximately 30 per cent of conscripts, after completing their basic training, 

needed to sign up for deployment abroad in order to meet demand (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 85). The Armed 

Forces also, for the first time in its history, commissioned an advertising agency to run information 

campaigns aimed at encouraging people to become soldiers and serve abroad (e.g., Strand 2019). 
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legitimised through the rearticulation of security and supported by 

economic reasoning. It was emphasised that personnel costs accounted for 

a substantial share of the Armed Forces’ total expenditure and that 

personnel provision should be adjusted to align with the broader defence 

reforms (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 80; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, 

p. 16). 

In the policy, it was stated that employing soldiers on fixed-term contracts 

would help ensure a better return on the substantial investment made in 

training each conscript, a cost-effective solution for retaining highly 

trained personnel, a key advantage for staffing international operations 

(Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 106; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, English summary, p. 16). 

The analysis also reveals a lingering concern that this reform could 

weaken the societal norm that participation in national defence is a civic 

duty. The reform was consistently described as a necessary complement—

not a replacement—for conscription. It was stated that employment 

should be used only when necessary, and it was repeatedly emphasised 

in the policy that conscription remained the foundation of Sweden’s 

military staffing model. Moreover, the position that an all-volunteer force 

was not acceptable for Sweden was strongly reaffirmed (Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, pp. 85, 106; see also Ds 2004:30, pp. 116–118).  

Ultimately, this concerns the protection of the Total Defence duty 

and the principle that the personnel supply of the operational 

organisation is based on basic training under that duty. 

Employment is also not permitted to replace the training of 

individuals under the Total Defence duty. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 

106) 

To avoid undermining the legitimacy of conscription, both the number 

and duration of soldier employment were strictly limited. It was decided 

to cap the number of employed soldiers at 400, with a maximum contract 

duration of two years (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 85, 106). 

Despite these safeguards, the reform nonetheless fundamentally altered 

the type of soldiering considered legitimate within Sweden. The eventual 

acceptance of employed soldiers marked a significant departure from 

earlier norms and laid the groundwork for Sweden’s transition to an all-

volunteer force, which will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Legitimating mandatory international service for employed personnel 

A significant shift in what it meant to be employed within the Swedish 

Armed Forces occurred when it was decided that officers, along with 

several other categories of employed personnel, would be obligated to 

serve abroad. As discussed in previous chapters, in Sweden international 

training and service had previously been strictly voluntary for all 

personnel, reflecting the understanding that the Armed Forces’ primary 

task was traditional national defence (Gov. Bill 2002/03:26; Bet. 

2002/03:FöU2; Rskr. 2002/03:141; Law 2003:169; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5). 

The justification for this change was grounded in military rationale, tied 

to the increasingly internationalised articulation of security as a policy 

problem. In the policy text it was argued that the principle of voluntarism 

had been reasonable when international operations were considered an 

exception or a supplement to territorial defence. However, as such 

operations had become one of the core tasks assigned to the Armed Forces, 

it was now described as appropriate—and necessary for meeting the 

evolving expectations placed on the military—to require employed 

personnel to participate in expeditionary missions (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30, 

pp. 14–16; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 15, 142–143, 182, 190–191, 200–201; 

Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 97–99; see also Ds 2004:30, pp. 99–112). As stated 

in the defence bill Continued Renewal of Total Defence: 

Within the Swedish Armed Forces, efforts to develop international 

interoperability continue as part of Sweden’s increased ambition to 

participate in international peace support operations through troop 

deployments. Service in such operations abroad must therefore be 

regarded as a natural part of the professional duties of employed 

personnel. The Government therefore considers that newly 

employed professional officers should be obliged to serve in the 

overseas force. (2001/02:10, p. 15) 

The shift in approach to international service was further legitimated 

through appeals to institutional adaptation. In the policy text it was 

argued that the evolving role of the Swedish Armed Forces should be 

understood in the same context as the development of other public 

authorities in Sweden. Just as other government agencies periodically 

adjust their operations and consequently the tasks expected of their 

employees in response to changing circumstances, so too must the SAF 

adapt. By drawing this comparison, the legitimacy of the reform was 

grounded in the notion that the Swedish Armed Forces in this regard 
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function like any other public authority, and that such institutional 

transformations are both normal and necessary for the continued 

functioning of the state. 

the tasks and orientation of the Swedish Armed Forces change over 

time, similar to other authorities. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 201)  

Employed service members were thus faced with the choice to adapt to 

these evolving demands or consider leaving the force. The analysis also 

reveals a paradox in how the reform was legitimated. In the policy text it 

was argued that the fundamental principle of voluntarism remained 

intact. Despite the introduction of mandatory international service, such 

deployments continued to be described as grounded in an individual’s 

voluntary commitment (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 86). 

However, the government does not consider this to change the 

fundamental personnel policy approach that service in international 

missions should primarily, and to the greatest extent possible, be 

based on voluntariness. (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 202) 

It was further emphasised that decisions regarding an individual’s 

specific work tasks—whether undertaken domestically or abroad—would 

continue to be made in close consultation with the employee (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:10, p. 202). Moreover, the analysis suggests that, in order to 

support the implementation of the reform, enhanced compensation and 

other incentives were highlighted as necessary to make international 

service more attractive to personnel (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 15, 182). 

Together, these legitimating arguments reveal how the reform redefined 

the expectations placed on employed personnel, while carefully seeking 

to maintain perceived continuity with established norms. By invoking 

military necessity, aligning the Armed Forces with broader state 

institutional practices, and preserving voluntarism as a guiding principle, 

the policy discourse constructed a reform that was both far-reaching and 

discursively presented as bounded. The obligation to serve abroad was 

thus normalised. It was not described as a rupture with existing values, 

but as a reinterpretation of those values in light of a changing security 

environment and as part of the adaptation of the professional military 

identity to new operational demands. 
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Legitimation and transformation of voluntary defence engagement 

The conditions for both the Home Guard and the Voluntary Defence 

Organisations changed significantly during this period. The legitimation 

was based on the need for them to adapt to broader shifts in Sweden’s 

security policy. The analysis suggests that the redirection and downsizing 

of the Armed Forces raised concerns among political authorities about the 

potential impact on societal support and the Armed Forces’ “democratic 

anchoring” (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 215). Voluntary engagement had 

traditionally been emphasised as vital for ensuring this anchoring. Both 

the Home Guard and the Voluntary Defence Organisations were seen as 

essential channels for broader citizen participation, understood as 

fostering a deep and widely rooted foundation for Total Defence, and as 

important for maintaining a high willingness among the population to 

participate in the defence of the country (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, p. 215; see 

also Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 58–60, 115–117). 

Throughout this period, the Home Guard was consistently emphasised in 

the policy texts as a crucial institution for anchoring national defence 

within society (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 58–60; see also Bet. 2004/05:FöU4). 

Despite the stated ambition to maintain and recruit personnel to the Home 

Guard, a major development during this time was its continued reduction 

in size. In the 2001 defence bill, the target was to maintain 90,000 service 

members, but recruitment difficulties led to a decline, with numbers 

falling to approximately 69,000. By the 2004 defence bill, the future target 

had been further reduced to around 30,000 (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10, pp. 153–

154; Gov. Bill 2001/02:159, pp. 5–6, 22; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 58–60; see 

also Bet. 2004/05:FöU4). 

The number of Home Guard battalions decreased from an initial ambition 

of 170 to an estimated 136 by the end of 2004, with further reductions 

anticipated. In the 2004 defence bill, it was decided that during the four-

year defence planning period, the Home Guard would be reorganised into 

approximately 60 battalions (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 58–60; see also Bet. 

2004/05:FöU4). 

The transformation of the Home Guard also entailed a qualitative shift in 

the role. In the policy review bill The New Defence (Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30) 

from 1999, it was proposed that certain elements of the territorial defence 

should be developed into National Protection Forces. These forces were to 

evolve from Home Guard units, take on more advanced tasks, receive 
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enhanced equipment, and carry out key national defence functions such 

as protecting ports, cities, and infrastructure, as well as supporting civil 

society. 

By 2004, it was further decided that the Home Guard should become more 

mobile and flexible, with the capacity to operate across broader 

geographic areas. Its traditional, locally bound focus was to be reduced. 

Additionally, there was a stated ambition that Home Guard personnel 

would increasingly serve as a recruitment base for international 

operations. The Home Guard’s role in supporting peacetime societal 

security, particularly in responding to natural disasters, was also 

described as both necessary and increasingly in demand. This evolution 

illustrated a broader shift in the Home Guard’s functional purpose and 

legitimation, from classic territorial defence to a changing role in line with 

the rearticulation of security (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 58–60; Gov. Bill 

2001/02:159, pp. 4–6; Gov. Bill 1999/2000:30; Gov. Bill 2001/02:10). 

In addition, it was argued that the rearticulation of security, together with 

the significant reduction of the Swedish Armed Forces, had created a new 

situation for the Voluntary Defence Organisations (VDO). In the policy 

text, their support was still described as necessary for tasks such as 

staffing the Home Guard and providing training support to the Swedish 

Armed Forces. However, it was also stated that demand for the VDO’s 

traditional roles was decreasing: 

The Voluntary Defence Organisations are facing a new situation. In 

the future operations-based defence, the Voluntary Defence 

Organisations will have a more limited role. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 

115) 

The analysis shows that while the traditional roles of the Voluntary 

Defence Organisations were expected to decline, their continued 

relevance in sustaining the legitimacy and societal embeddedness of the 

broader security and defence system was strongly reaffirmed in the 

policy: 

Also in the future, the commitment and expertise found among 

individuals in the Voluntary Defence Organisations must be 

utilised. Otherwise, an important part of Total Defence’s anchoring 

in the population will be lost. (Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, p. 115) 
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Following this, efforts to redirect this type of voluntary engagement 

toward societal security in peacetime, as a response to the rearticulation 

of national defence demands that had begun in the previous period, 

became more pronounced during this period. This shift was also reflected 

in changes to funding structures. New rules for the allocation of financial 

support to voluntary engagement for broader security tasks were 

introduced, described as necessary to create a more flexible and cost-

effective system, better adapted to modern security demands (Gov. Bill 

2001/02:159, pp. 5, 16; Gov. Bill 2004/05:5, pp. 115–117, 211–215; Gov. Bill 

2004/05:5, Eng. Summary, p. 30). 

Taken together, these developments illustrate how the transformation of 

the Home Guard and the Voluntary Defence Organisations was 

legitimated through both pragmatic and normative reasoning. The 

governing choices to reduce, reorganise, and redirect voluntary defence 

structures were presented as necessary adaptations to changing security 

conditions. At the same time, the continued emphasis on their importance 

reflected an effort to preserve civic participation and societal anchoring, 

as well as an understanding that these remained enduring sources of 

legitimacy.  

In normative terms, this period reveals how the policy sought to balance 

efficiency and adaptation with democratic values of inclusion and 

participation, managing the tension between functional military demands 

and the ideal of a defence rooted in society. 

Conclusion: The evolution of the security contract  

The reforms introduced during this period significantly altered both the 

expectations and obligations embedded in Sweden’s security contract and 

redefined what forms of soldiering were considered legitimate. The 

articulation of the security problem now emphasised the low military 

threat to national security, and the broader understanding of threats had 

become established. The defence concept moved away from the 

traditional invasion-based territorial focus to a “new” defence, building 

on the idea that national security should now be upheld more indirectly 

through international operations. This meant that the role of defence in 

domestic societal security during peacetime diminished, while its 

connection to international security tasks beyond Sweden’s borders was 

significantly strengthened. 
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The core logic of Sweden’s security contract remained intact. National 

defence continued to be positioned as a collective responsibility 

encompassing the entire population, and male conscription was 

reaffirmed as the foundation of the military staffing model. With the 

military threat to national security considered minimal, the perceived 

justification for training large numbers of conscripts diminished. 

Enlistment for civil defence tasks became virtually non-existent. This 

resulted in a more asymmetrical distribution of obligations: while the 

principle of collective responsibility remained central in the discourse, the 

actual burden of service became concentrated in a smaller segment of the 

population. 

The reforms during this period were closely linked to maintaining the 

legitimacy and efficiency of the manpower model based on conscription 

in its partial form and the new focus on international tasks. The 

increasingly selective approach to conscription was legitimated as 

upholding the principle of proportionality, ensuring that coercive 

obligations imposed on individuals aligned with the actual level of threat 

to national security. This also implies a normative constraint: the 

perception that coercive state power must be limited to what is strictly 

necessary for national defence. 

In line with this reasoning, the introduction of gender-neutral 

conscription was also rejected. The reform was delegitimated on the 

grounds that it lacked justification in light of reduced defence 

requirements and risked provoking public opposition by violating the 

principle of proportionality. As a result, military service obligations 

remained exclusive to male citizens, preserving a gender asymmetry in 

the security contract. 

For male citizens, the redefined contract meant that fewer individuals 

were required to fulfil military service obligations and that individual 

willingness to serve became increasingly central to enlistment decisions. 

The motto became that a suitable person to train was a person who wanted 

to serve. This also highlights the assumption about acceptable limits of 

state coercion and that coercive measures should be kept at the lowest 

possible level. 

The analysis showed that prioritising individuals who were motivated to 

serve assumed that this would enhance the perceived fairness of the 

system. By focusing on those willing to serve, the duty was expected to be 
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experienced as less coercive, thereby fostering acceptance and mitigating 

the potential legitimacy risks associated with a partial conscription model 

increasingly seen as arbitrary or unjust. The reform was legitimated by 

describing it as a modernisation, shifting conscription towards a greater 

reliance on voluntarism. However, for the terms of the security contract, 

the discourse on voluntary service functioned as a euphemism. Despite 

the emphasis on motivation and willingness, the system still relied on 

legal compulsion to secure enlistment numbers. Once enlisted, conscripts 

faced restricted rights and lacked the freedom to withdraw at will. 

The analysis also shows that prioritising individuals who expressed an 

interest in undergoing military training was justified on grounds of 

military rationality in response to the rearticulated demands of security, 

particularly the growing need to staff international missions. Such 

individuals were expected to perform better during training and to be 

more likely to pursue professional military roles or volunteer for 

international service after completing basic training. 

This analysis also shows that the continued maintenance of conscription, 

and the broader legal framework of national defence duties, was 

increasingly legitimated as a necessary safeguard for future defence 

capacity. Although no immediate military threat was articulated, the 

persistent possibility of a future contingency was emphasised. The 

discourse reflects a perceived importance of sustaining the societal norm 

that national defence is a collective obligation. This was understood as 

essential not only for long-term preparedness but also for maintaining 

future public acceptance of more large-scale conscription and other forms 

of service under duty (Gov. Bill 2001/02:10; 2001/02:11; 2004/05:5, pp. 13, 

80–81). The practice of conscription had traditionally been seen as 

“anchoring” the defence within the population, cultivating a shared sense 

of responsibility and reinforcing the collective willingness to make 

individual sacrifices in defence of the country. Sustaining this collective 

commitment was viewed as integral to the resilience of Sweden’s defence 

posture in the long term. In this way, the maintenance of conscription was 

not only about preserving military capacity in the present, but also about 

upholding the normative foundations of the security contract itself. 

The dismissal of proposals to expand legal duties for societal security 

purposes was legitimated by drawing a distinction between societal and 

national security. Societal security in peacetime was increasingly 

constructed as a distinct policy area. Separate referent objects were 
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introduced and, it was emphasised that peacetime security required 

different resources, approaches and actors than those involved in national 

defence. The role of the Swedish Armed Forces in internal peacetime 

security became more limited, civil defence was discontinued and a new 

civil crisis management system launched. In line with this reasoning, it 

was also argued that societal security did not justify the same far-reaching 

restrictions on individual rights as national defence. The delegitimation of 

proposals to expand the scope of legal defence duties further relied on the 

claim that public support for compulsory service was confined to 

traditional defence purposes. 

In contrast, reforms that allowed the use of military personnel in domestic 

counterterrorism operations, potentially involving coercion or the use of 

force against individuals during peacetime, marked a significant shift in 

what military service, whether employed or compulsory, could entail. 

This development represented a notable reconfiguration of the security 

contract, especially given Sweden’s historical sensitivity to military 

involvement in internal affairs. This exception was justified by the 

rearticulation of terrorism as a serious national security threat. To 

maintain legitimacy, the reform was explicitly limited in scope, with 

military personnel not serving in a military role, and accompanied by 

safeguards such as democratic oversight and the continued civil 

leadership of the police. This illustrates how competing values—

protecting security, constraining the use of force and upholding 

democratic accountability—were balanced to maintain legitimacy in the 

evolving security contract. 

The rearticulation of security also served to justify that conscript training 

could legally take place abroad as part of international cooperation, on the 

condition that it directly enhanced skills relevant to national defence. The 

legitimation was based on the principle that only national defence justifies 

the use of conscripts remaining intact, but it was argued that this principle 

required reinterpretation in light of a broader understanding of security. 

Proposals to allow training under legal duty as direct preparation for 

international operations were, however, rejected, although the Armed 

Forces had advocated for such reforms on grounds of military efficiency 

and coherence with Sweden’s new security approach. This proposal was 

dismissed on the basis that such training could not be justified by national 

defence demands. 
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This hence illustrates how military rationality and efficiency were 

weighed against the protection of individual rights, and how legitimacy 

was perceived to depend on maintaining a defensible balance between 

security needs and normative constraints. It also shows the boundary: 

while some reinterpretation was possible based on the rearticulation of 

security, the perceived legitimacy of compulsory service continued to 

depend on a strict connection to national defence. 

The internationalisation of the security articulation also reshaped 

expectations for employed military personnel, as participation in 

international missions increasingly became normalised as a standard 

component of professional duty. This reform aligned the obligations of 

service members with Sweden’s expanding security commitments beyond 

its borders, thereby altering the character of military employment and 

redefining what serving with the Swedish Armed Forces entailed. In 

doing so, it reflected a broader transformation of the security contract, 

extending the scope of what is considered legitimate within Sweden's 

defence framework. 

To meet its growing international commitments, Sweden took the 

previously unthinkable step of employing full-time soldiers at the OR 

(Other Ranks) level, a significant departure from the earlier norm. The 

reform was legitimated on multiple grounds: it was presented as essential 

for staffing international missions in which personnel serving under duty 

could not be deployed, ensuring rapid response capabilities, and 

supporting a flexible and well-prepared force structure. Additionally, 

employing full-time OR soldiers was justified as a means to enhance cost-

efficiency and secure long-term returns on the state’s investment in 

training. 

The analysis also reveals how the design of the reform balanced military 

rationality with efforts to uphold the legitimacy of conscription and 

maintain the societal norm of a shared duty to defend the country. 

Employed soldiers had previously been closely associated with an all-

volunteer force. The discourse legitimating the reform reaffirmed the 

underlying principle of the Swedish security contract: that soldiering 

constitutes a civic duty. It was therefore considered important that 

soldiering at this level should not come to be understood as a professional 

occupation, as this risked undermining the acceptance of conscription. 

The reform thus represented an adaptation to the perceived demands 
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generated by changing articulations of security, while simultaneously 

preserving the traditional normative foundation of the security contract. 

 Taken together, these developments illustrate how the boundaries of the 

security contract were actively renegotiated in response to shifting 

demands following from the rearticulation of security. Several reforms 

were introduced aimed at preserving the legitimacy of conscription while 

better aligning the staffing system with the Swedish Armed Forces’ 

increasingly internationalised role. Equally significant to the security 

contract were the changes that did not occur. Expansion of legal duties to 

enhance societal security, the introduction of gender-neutral conscription, 

and training of conscripts directly for international tasks were all 

discussed but ultimately rejected, thereby maintaining the established 

terms of the social contract. The delegitimising discourse supporting the 

rejection of these proposals reaffirmed a key principle of the social 

contract: that compulsory service is justified only by traditional national 

defence demands. Reforms to compulsory service were perceived as 

possible and legitimate only when they could be reconciled with the 

demands of national defence. Thus, these developments reinforced rather 

than displaced the foundational principles of the security contract. The 

eventual acceptance of employed soldiers, as well as the expanded use of 

military personnel in domestic counterterrorism operations and 

international service—previously a choice for all personnel but now 

becoming a standard expectation for those employed in the SAF—marked 

significant departures from earlier norms.  

The transformations during this period mark both a continuation and 

acceleration of the trends identified in the previous chapter. The analysis 

reveals a pattern of selective and careful adaptation and reforms 

grounded in several guiding assumptions, each shaping how the 

legitimacy of the security contract was constructed and the possible 

reconstruction of what could be considered expected, necessary, 

acceptable and thus legitimate within Sweden’s defence framework. The 

analysis also reveals a growing tension within Sweden’s soldiering model 

based on conscription strictly justified by national defence and the tasks 

assigned to the Swedish Armed Forces. By the end of this period, 

recruitment had pivoted towards a model primarily based on enlisting 

individuals willing to undergo military training under legal duty, with 

enforced duty described as complementary. The shifts in the legitimation 

and logic of enlistment mark a notable departure from Sweden’s 
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traditional approach. The rethinking during this period reshaped the 

security contract and laid essential groundwork for the more profound 

changes to come, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6: Period III (2009-

2012) 
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Introduction – the shift to an all-volunteer force  

This chapter analyses Sweden’s security and soldiering policy 

development through decisions made between 2009 and 2012. In 2008, 

Russia invaded Georgia, marking Europe’s first war of the twenty-first 

century. While brief, the conflict is retrospectively viewed as a turning 

point, signalling a shift towards a more tense geopolitical climate 

reminiscent of the Cold War. NATO’s continued expansion, particularly 

the inclusion of Albania and Croatia in 2009, reshaped the strategic 

environment in Europe. 

The global fight against terrorism remained a critical concern. Prolonged 

military engagements in Afghanistan and Iraq, along with the rise of ISIS, 

contributed to instability, violence and humanitarian crises, displacing 

millions and deepening insecurity in affected regions. Additionally, the 

surge in piracy off the Horn of Africa posed a threat to international 

shipping and global trade, prompting international maritime operations, 

including Swedish contributions. 

Concerns over Iran's nuclear programme and North Korea's nuclear 

ambitions further complicated international relations, requiring both 

diplomatic and strategic responses. The Arab Spring uprisings, beginning 

in late 2010, led to significant political upheaval in the MENA region, with 

the Syrian Civil War fuelling regional instability and triggering a massive 

refugee crisis. 

Cybersecurity threats also became more pronounced, highlighted by 

significant cyberattacks such as those on Estonia in 2007, exposing states 

to the vulnerabilities of digital warfare. The UN Security Council’s first 

debate on climate change in 2007 marked a growing recognition of 

environmental challenges as central to global security. Meanwhile, energy 

security gained prominence amid escalating geopolitical tensions. The 

2008 financial crisis compounded these issues, leading to widespread 

economic instability that impacted defence spending globally. 

In Sweden, a new defence bill titled A Functional Defence (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, Bet. 2008/09:FöU10, Rskr. 2008/09:292) was delivered to 

Parliament in March 2009 after a brief postponement to account for the 

implications of the conflict in Georgia. The bill outlined the country’s 

security and defence policy for the period 2010 to 2014. 
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The articulation of security as a policy problem in the bill described the 

threats to Sweden’s security as evolving, borderless and increasingly 

complex. For the first time since the end of the Cold War, there was 

renewed attention to military tensions in Sweden’s vicinity. The referent 

objects were reformulated, introducing a comprehensive approach that 

integrated all areas of security under common objectives. Sweden’s 

defence strategy now rested on the idea that securing the nation would be 

most effectively achieved through international operations and active 

collaboration with global partners. In line with this approach, a new 

fundamental reorganisation of the armed forces took place. The 

traditional division between national defence units and task forces 

designated for foreign missions was abolished and a new operational 

structure was established, consisting of permanent and contract-based 

units designed to be immediately deployable for both national and 

international operations. 

This period marked a decisive shift in the social contract underpinning 

Swedish security policy. In June 2009, the Parliament narrowly voted, by 

a margin of just three votes (153 to 150), to place conscription in a dormant 

state. When reactivated, it would apply on a gender-neutral basis, while 

Sweden moved to an all-volunteer manpower model (Bet. 2008/09 FöU10, 

2009-06-16). This chapter examines how these evolving security needs 

were articulated, how the reconfigured personnel system was legitimated, 

and what these transformations reveal about the changing nature of the 

security contract between state and citizen in Sweden. 

Security threats  

Sweden’s security policy retained its broad approach to threats but, for 

the first time since the end of the Cold War, adopted a more traditional 

tone. The security situation in Northern Europe was characterised as 

increasingly unpredictable, with Russia demonstrating both the 

willingness and capability to use military force to pursue its interests. 

While this development was identified as significant, it was primarily 

associated with security developments in the Caucasus rather than with a 

direct threat to Sweden or its immediate neighbours. Amid rising military 

tensions in the region, the strategic importance of the Baltic Sea, Barents 

Sea and the Arctic—especially in relation to natural resources—was 

highlighted, raising concerns about the broader implications for European 

security and military dynamics. 
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Despite these tensions, the fundamental analysis of military threats to 

Sweden remained consistent: a large-scale direct military attack on 

Sweden was unlikely: 

A concerted, direct military attack on Sweden remains unlikely in 

the foreseeable future. Crises or incidents that also involve the use 

of military force can, however, emerge in our region, and in the 

longer run the threat of a military attack can also never be ruled out. 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, Eng. summary, p. 2; see also Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, p. 9) 

The articulation of armed threats continued to focus on both state and 

non-state actors. Terrorism, in particular, was highlighted as an example 

of how non-state actors could pose a significant security risk, and it was 

argued that Sweden must be able to defend itself 

against an armed attack from state or non-state actors wherever 

they come from. An armed attack can be a military attack on 

Sweden from another state as well as international large-scale 

terrorism. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 37) 

As in previous periods, the security landscape was described as having a 

dual nature. While international cooperation, trade and integration were 

positive and enhanced security in many parts of the world, the increasing 

interconnectedness of nations also created shared vulnerabilities. This 

analysis applied to both military and non-military threats (Gov. Bill 

2005/06:133, p. 39; Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 9). 

Contemporary threats were depicted as complex, often transnational, and 

unpredictable. They could emerge suddenly without warning or develop 

gradually, crossing borders and evolving rapidly. Given this uncertainty, 

the need to remain open to what might constitute a threat and to maintain 

broad preparedness was emphasised: 

It is important to remain open to what can become a threat and try 

to prepare for the unexpected. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 15) 

Geographically distant threats were described as potentially as significant 

as those arising in Sweden’s immediate vicinity, reflecting an 

understanding that distance no longer determined the relevance or 

intensity of a threat. The global stage was identified as the primary arena 

for many of Sweden’s security challenges: 
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Today, threats that are geographically distant can be just as tangible 

as threats close by. The greatest challenges and risks for Sweden’s 

security today are situated on the global arena. (Gov. Bill 

2009/10:160, p. 134) 

The scope of Sweden’s threat perception also continued to widen. The 

analysis shows that the 2007–2008 global financial crisis reinforced 

concerns that economic instability could have implications for national 

security. A broad range of societal security threats were identified, 

including organised crime, pandemics and epidemics, natural disasters 

and terrorism, as well as non-antagonistic transnational threats. The 

increasingly IT-dependent nature of modern societies was described as a 

source of vulnerability, with the potential for both antagonistic threats, 

such as cyberattacks, and non-antagonistic threats, such as accidents or 

human error, to disrupt critical infrastructure (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 

27–33, 40–41; Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 7). In addition, for the first time, 

climate change was defined as a security threat in its own right61: 

Climate change constitutes one of the most serious threats to human 

security and essential living conditions. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 28) 

Sweden’s broad understanding of security threats was also presented as 

closely aligned with that of key international organisations, including 

NATO, the UN, and the EU (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 20). These 

organisations, traditionally focused on military conflict, were themselves 

described as expanding their agendas to encompass issues such as civil 

crisis management, reflecting the changing character of security in an 

                                                           
61 In the Parliamentary Defence Commission’s report from 2006, climate change was mentioned under the 

headline “means to promote our security”. It was then discussed that environmental problems more 

broadly can cause security concerns. 

An important part of preventing causes is the measures taken to manage environmental 

problems, among other things impoverishment of land, climate change and water 

shortage, that can threaten global, national and human security. Such environmental 

problems can lead to conflicts or contribute to enhancing other factors such as poverty, 

social inequalities and the spread of infectious diseases, which creates instability. 

Climate change can in the long term affect watercourses and create a risk of flooding. 

(Ds 2006:1, p. 19) 

In the next report from 2007 (Ds 2007:46), it was argued that threats should be defined by what they are 

threatening, that is, whatever threatens any of the established security objectives should by definition be 

seen as a security threat (Ds 2007:46, p. 7). It was stated: “With this definition is our security threatened 

also by environmental degradation and climate change” (Ds 2007:46, p. 7). In the report from 2008 the 

tone had sharpened, stating that: “The global environmental challenges and climate change threatens us 

all”. (Ds 2008:40, p. 22) 
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increasingly interconnected world (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 19–21; Gov. 

Bill 2005/06:133, p. 96). 

Taken together, the analysis shows that although a direct military attack 

on Sweden continued to be articulated as unlikely, traditional armed 

threats retained their significance alongside the growing salience of 

complex, transnational, and non-conventional risks. The resulting security 

discourse was therefore both broadened and increasingly attentive to 

conventional military dangers. This illustrates how hierarchies among 

threats were continually negotiated: conventional military threats 

remained the ultimate reference point for national defence, even as 

terrorism, cyberattacks, economic instability, climate change, and other 

transnational risks were incorporated into an increasingly expansive 

conception of Sweden’s security. 

Security referent objects 

In the long-term defence bill from 2009, Sweden’s security policy 

objectives had been reformulated:  

The objectives for our security are 

• the protection of the population’s life and health 

• ensuring the functioning of society  

• the protection of our capacity to uphold our fundamental values 

such as democracy, the rule of law, and human rights and freedoms. 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 14) 

• In explaining the reformulation, the policy text stressed that 

Sweden’s security objectives must be sustainable in the long term 

and remain consistent, even as global security conditions and threats 

evolve. In the previous long-term defence bill, separate referent 

objects for domestic societal security during peacetime had been 

defined for the first time. However, under the new security strategy, 

it was instead decided that the new objectives should guide security 

efforts across all policy areas (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 14; see also Ds 

2006:1).62  

However, the primary referent remained traditional national security: 

                                                           
62 The new objectives were first suggested by the Parliamentary Defence Commission in their report A 

strategy for Sweden’s security (Ds 2006:1, p. 16; see also Ds 2007:46).  
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Sweden's security policy ultimately aims at preserving Sweden’s 

political autonomy and independence.63 (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 

14) 

The analysis shows that connected to the change in the threat dimension, 

there was a renewed emphasis on asserting national sovereignty, defined 

as encompassing territorial integrity, political autonomy and 

independence. Upholding sovereignty was further emphasised as 

involving safeguarding Sweden’s sovereign rights—such as control over 

natural resources—and defending national interests on the international 

stage (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 35–37).64 Upholding the nation's 

sovereignty was articulated as a prerequisite for securing Sweden’s other 

security objectives (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 14).  

Security is therefore a broader concept than merely the protection 

of one's own physical territory. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 14) 

As civil defence had now been nearly completely dismantled, only 

objectives for military defence were defined: 65 

The objective of the military defence should … be to alone or with 

others, inside or outside the country, defend Sweden and promote 

our security by, 

• asserting Sweden’s sovereignty 

• defend our sovereign rights and national interests 

• prevent and manage conflicts and wars  

• protect the Swedish society and its functionality through 

support to civil authorities. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 33)  

While the Swedish military’s activities outside the country were still 

primarily described as means to indirectly defend Sweden’s security 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 33), the analysis shows that this period saw a 

security discourse with growing emphasis on the protection of referent 

objects beyond Sweden’s borders. Sweden’s participation in international 

missions was described as contributing to the stability and sustainability 

of international peace and security and further as aimed at promoting 

                                                           
63 Swedish: politiska oberoende och självständighet. 
64 For example, should the armed forces maintain and secure Sweden’s essential supplies and trade, by 

actions such as protecting trade routes or securing Sweden’s right to explore, exploit, preserve and govern 

natural resources when these rights were threatened by other states.  
65 The policy area was previously formulated as “Total Defence” and later simply labelled “Defence”. 
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democracy, the rule of law and human rights globally (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, p. 35). 

In 2009, the EU’s solidarity declaration came into effect with the 

ratification of the EU’s Lisbon Treaty.66 Sweden first unilaterally extended 

this declaration to cover Nordic non-EU members, Norway and Iceland 

(Ds 2007:46, p. 11; Ds 2008:48, p. 16), until the Nordic countries agreed on 

a Nordic Declaration of Solidarity in 2011. In the long-term defence bill 

the solidarity policy was welcomed and it was explained that under this 

framework, member states were expected to share responsibility for 

Europe’s security. In alignment with the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

doctrine, the bill also emphasised that the international community bears 

a collective responsibility to act if a state fails to protect its population 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 19), stating that: 

 We must not only protect ourselves, but also contribute to global 

and regional security and development in accordance with the 

principles in the UN charter and EU’s security strategy. (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, p. 15)67  

Taken together, the analysis shows that national sovereignty was 

reaffirmed as the foundational referent object, articulated as a prerequisite 

for protecting the population, societal functionality and fundamental 

values such as democracy and human rights. At the same time, Sweden’s 

security was increasingly tied to international solidarity, the EU’s 

collective commitments and global human security concerns. These wider 

referents were not presented as competing with the state but as 

complementary, constructed as both intrinsic goals and instrumental 

means of ensuring Sweden’s long-term security. 

How to achieve and uphold security  

With the new EU and Nordic solidarity declarations, Sweden firmly 

replaced the traditional neutrality strategy. Swedish security was 

                                                           
66 The solidarity clause, Article 222 of the TFEU, was included in the Lisbon Treaty, signed by the European 

Council in December 2007 and entered into force in 2009. The solidarity policy was formalised in 2008 

when the Riksdag voted to ratify the EU’s Lisbon Treaty with the new declarations of solidarity. Sweden 

also unilaterally extended the declaration of solidarity to include the Nordic non-EU members Norway 

and Iceland (Ds 2007:46, p. 11; Ds 2008:48, p. 16). In 2011, the five Nordic countries agreed on a Nordic 

declaration of solidarity (Article 47.2 of the Treaty on European Union; Article 222 of the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union). 
67 The European Security Strategy (ESS) was adopted in December 2003. For the first time, the EU agreed 

on a joint threat assessment and set clear objectives for advancing its security interests, based on its core 

values.  
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described as intrinsically linked to the security of Europe. Mutual support 

among EU and Nordic countries was emphasised, and it was stated that 

Sweden would not remain passive in the face of an attack or natural 

disaster affecting these countries and that, in turn, Sweden expected their 

support in times of need (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 9, 35). 

It is impossible to envision military conflicts in our region that 

would affect only one country. Sweden will not remain passive if a 

disaster or an attack strikes another EU or Nordic country. We 

expect these nations to act in the same way if Sweden is affected. 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 9) 

In policy texts, it was also consistently emphasised that Sweden remained 

militarily non-aligned. As in previous periods, it was underscored that 

Sweden’s EU membership represented a political alliance based on 

solidarity but did not entail collective defence commitments: 

EU membership means that Sweden is part of a political alliance in 

which the member states do not have defence commitments in 

relation to each other, but take a solidarity-based responsibility for 

Europe’s security. This implies that a neutrality option is not 

possible in the event of a conflict in Sweden’s vicinity. (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, p. 30) 

The international cooperation increasingly had a focus on the region, as 

Sweden planned to strengthen its cooperation with the Baltic Sea 

countries, and the most extensive defence cooperation took place with the 

other Nordic nations (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 32). 

The international security strategy was described as proactive, with the 

rationale that participation in international operations would address 

threats before they reached Swedish borders and indirectly protect 

national security. The approach that Sweden’s security was best upheld 

beyond Sweden’s borders through international operations was thus 

increasingly emphasised (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 17, 30–35). 

By preventing and managing conflicts and war, the military defence 

should primarily be able to safeguard Sweden’s existence, 

endurance and independence. Today, however, conflicts and war 

outside the country’s borders can have severe repercussions for 

Sweden and Swedish society. The military defence should 

therefore, alone and together with others, through operations on 
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our territory, in the vicinity, regionally and globally, defend Sweden 

and promote our security. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 35) 

In this context, Sweden’s active international cooperation was explained 

as both a deterrence strategy and a means of promoting peace. That most 

of Sweden’s neighbouring countries were members of the EU and/or 

NATO was argued to be an advantage, as hostile actions against any of 

those countries could be expected to have significant regional 

repercussions. Active participation in international operations was also 

described as creating deterrence by demonstrating Sweden’s capacity to 

undertake complex military operations. 

Usable units with high accessibility and capacity to undertake 

armed combat, as well as the surrounding world’s knowledge about 

this, act as conflict-preventing, conflict-mitigating and war-

deterring factors. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 33) 

Furthermore, it was argued that participation in international operations 

helped develop the military’s operational capacity. Through these 

engagements, the Swedish Armed Forces gained practical experience that 

enhanced their ability to defend Sweden if necessary (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 33, 36, 43). 

Additionally, this proactive use of military capability was positioned as a 

means of elevating Sweden’s standing on the global stage. The analysis 

shows that the armed forces were described more as a foreign policy tool 

that enabled Sweden to strengthen alliances and increase its influence 

internationally. By making substantial contributions to international 

security, Sweden sought to also gain greater global leverage (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 33, 36, 43). 

Following this, Sweden’s participation in operations with the UN, NATO 

and the EU was set to expand both qualitatively and quantitatively. 

Sweden was to engage in more complex and broader missions, deploy 

larger units and maintain involvement throughout the entire lifecycle of 

conflicts—before, during and after crises. In 2008, Sweden also for the first 

time contributed to the EU’s crisis management capacity by leading the 

Nordic Battlegroup, a rapid reaction force (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 31, 

34, 42).  

Significant reforms were again introduced that fundamentally 

restructured the Swedish Armed Forces. The change was legitimated by 
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the argument that an effective defence system suited to contemporary 

security challenges required forces that were multifunctional and rapidly 

deployable. As a result, the previous structure, which separated national 

and international capacities, was replaced by a force consisting of 

standing and contracted military units, all of which were equipped, 

trained and available for immediate deployment both domestically and 

abroad.  

A defence that, unlike the old model, can immediately be deployed, 

wherever it is needed. (Ministry of Defence, March 2009) 

The new military structure was described as essential for enabling Sweden 

to implement a more effective defence strategy and was argued to 

significantly enhance Sweden’s defence capabilities. Another advantage 

was presented as granting the government greater discretion and 

flexibility in determining Sweden’s participation in international 

operations, in line with the needs of the prevailing security strategy 

(Ministry of Defence, March 2009). The reform was also situated within an 

international trend towards developing highly responsive and flexible 

military forces capable of handling rapidly evolving military threats (Gov. 

Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 1, 10–11, 15, 31–44). The need for swift response was 

underscored by the claim that speed could often be “the difference 

between security and instability” (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 10). 

The trend in the Western world is clear. Countries strive to create 

accessible and mobile capacities that can solve complicated tasks in 

demanding operational environments. War can be decided in a 

matter of days, and a conflict can escalate rapidly. (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, p. 31) 

The security approach was, however, not uncontroversial. The 

development led to a politicisation of defence issues, especially related to 

military expenditure, marking a notable departure from Sweden’s 

traditional approach emphasising a display of political consensus on 

defence matters. Defence spending as a percentage of GDP continued to 

decline and stabilised at around 1% (Bergstrand, 2015; SIPRI, 2026). This 

raised concerns among some about Sweden’s capacity to defend itself, 

particularly in light of Russia’s military rearmament.  
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Divisions within the ruling coalition government on the issue of military 

spending became apparent (Agö et al., 201368). In 2012, the Swedish 

Supreme Commander Sverker Göranson stated in a media interview that, 

due to successive budget cuts, Sweden would only be capable of 

defending part of its territory for approximately one week without 

external assistance69: 

We can defend ourselves against an attack with a limited target. We 

are talking about approximately a week on our own. After that we 

need to get help from other countries. (Göranson quoted in 

Holmström, 2012-12-30) 

Göranson also announced that Sweden might be forced to shut down an 

entire branch of the armed forces in order to meet the budget (TT, 2012-

07-01) and that without an increase in the defence budget, the Swedish 

Armed Forces would be unable to fulfil all of their assigned tasks (TT, 

2012-07-01). In response, Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt argued that 

Sweden was gradually increasing its defence capabilities and making the 

forces more relevant to the type of threats Sweden now faced. Sweden 

could not address modern security challenges with outdated strategies:  

it is important to prepare for tomorrow's threats rather than remain 

stuck in thoughts about how things used to be. (Reinfeldt quoted in 

SvD, 2013-01-29) 

Reinfeldt also controversially referred to the Swedish Armed Forces as a 

“special interest” rather than a national interest, likening it to other 

government agencies lobbying for increased budgets, while claiming that 

the political responsibility is to balance interests against each other. 

(Reinfeldt quoted in SvD, 2013-01-29)  

This public debate is notable since a securitised logic had previously 

prevailed, with a long-standing practice of maintaining political unity 

with regard to national defence. This approach was also described as a 

crucial asset for defence policy and seen as essential for fostering public 

                                                           
68 There were disagreements within the Government about defence spending. The plans to further reduce 

the defence budget led to the resignation of the Swedish defence minister Mikael Odenberg in 2007. He 

argued that it would make it difficult, or even impossible, to realise the ambition of increased participation 

in international operations. (Agö et al., 2013)  
69 The Supreme Commander then went on sick leave for exhaustion in January 2013, and prosecutors 

questioned whether the comments constituted a crime against national security. No preliminary 

investigation was launched, since it quickly became clear that the country’s security could not be seen as 

harmed by the remarks (Swedish Public Radio, 1 February 2013).  
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support and a strong willingness to defend among the population. It 

indicates that security was now understood differently and that 

previously unthinkable practices could become possible, such as shifting 

to an all-volunteer force.  

In terms of civil-military relations and the role of defence in managing 

threats within the domestic sphere in peacetime, several rebalancing 

decisions occurred during this period. The new solidarity declaration 

demanded that Sweden improved its capacity to both provide and receive 

civil and military support in new ways: 

Sweden must be able to provide military support in crisis and 

conflict situations to other EU member states or Nordic countries. 

We should be able to assist each other with relevant capabilities in 

the event of accidents, crises or conflicts. In light of this, Sweden 

must have the capacity to both receive and provide military 

support. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 35) 

It was therefore decided that Sweden should improve its capacity, under 

the solidarity policy, to receive international support, both military and 

for the management of severe accidents and crises, in order to reinforce 

national resources (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 7, pp. 28–29). 

In the policy there was also increasing emphasis that the Swedish Armed 

Forces were only one among many actors responsible for ensuring 

security in Sweden. Furthermore, the message from the previous period, 

underscoring that the Armed Forces’ unique contribution to Sweden’s 

security lay in its military capacity to defend the country, continued to be 

emphasised (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, pp. 28–29; 2 § Ordinance 2007:1266; 

Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 15, 36–37; Law 2003:778).70 The Swedish Armed 

Forces should continue to support other authorities in internal civil crisis 

management situations when they possessed resources that were 

otherwise unavailable, provided these resources were suitable and 

accessible for the given task. The downsizing of the military organisation 

had now, however, led to the Armed Forces having limited capacity to 

                                                           
70 The support is given after a request from other authorities, municipalities and regions, and under the 

condition that the Armed Forces make use of existing capacity and have resources suitable for the task. It 

must neither be dimensioning nor hinder regular activities (2 § Förordningen (2007:1266); Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 36–37). When support is provided for participation in emergency services, such as 

firefighting or flood relief, it should be provided in accordance with the Act on Protection against 

Accidents (Lagen (2003:778) om skydd mot olyckor (LSO)). 
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provide such peacetime security support (Ds 2008:48, pp. 39–40; Gov. Bill 

2007/08:92, p. 28).  

In this context, the dual role of the Home Guard—encompassing both 

military and civil tasks during wartime and peacetime—was increasingly 

emphasised. The Home Guard was now a crucial component of Sweden’s 

territorial defence, and the transformation of units into more qualified and 

responsive National Protection Forces continued. It was also decided that 

personnel within the National Protection Forces would be contracted in a 

manner that allowed for greater availability to perform rapid response 

tasks during peacetime crisis management. In the policy it was argued 

that these reforms would offset the decline in Home Guard personnel 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 12, 44, 49–50, 64). 

To enhance coordination and planning for civil protection, emergency 

management and civil defence, the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency 

(MSB) was established on 1 January 2009, replacing the Swedish 

Emergency Management Agency, the Swedish Rescue Services Agency 

and the Swedish National Board of Psychological Defence (Gov. Bill 

2007/08:92).71 As in previous periods, it continued to be emphasised that 

effective crisis management required the engagement of the entire society 

and that, to enhance the nation’s crisis management capacity, voluntary 

participation from civil society needed to be encouraged and promoted 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 101). 72 

In this context, the boundaries between state protection and individual 

responsibility were also again discussed in the policy. It was argued that 

citizens needed to take on more responsibility for their own safety: 

Individuals constitute the foundation on which society’s crisis 

management is based. Today there is a limited common 

understanding of what a serious crisis means and what is required 

to manage it. Such a common understanding is important to create 

                                                           
71 The Swedish Psychological Defence Agency (Swedish: Styrelsen för psykologiskt försvar, SPF) was a Total 

Defence agency under the Ministry of Defence, which ceased to exist on 31 December 2008. On 1 January 

2009, SPF was merged with the Crisis Management Agency (Swedish: Krisberedskapsmyndigheten, KBM) 

and the Swedish Rescue Services Agency (Swedish: Räddningsverket, SRV). The new agency is called the 

Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (Swedish: Myndigheten för samhällsskydd och beredskap, MSB). SPF’s 

core activities were transferred to MSB, including media preparedness, information about the sinking of 

the M/S Estonia, opinion development, knowledge dissemination and information on security policy and 

Total Defence. 
72 During the powerful storm Gudrun that hit parts of Sweden in 2005, the Armed Forces’ 

telecommunications network was the only one that worked in the affected areas, and the Armed Forces 

participated with more than 1,000 conscripts in the aftermath of the storm (Gov. bill 2007/08:92, p. 29). 
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a balance between expectations and responsibilities at different 

levels. (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 42) 

It was further argued that, as individuals had grown overly reliant on the 

state for protection, public awareness campaigns were necessary to clarify 

individual responsibilities (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 42).  

A central part of the communication should be to explain the 

division of responsibility between the public sector and the 

individual with regard to societal security, i.e. what can be expected 

of the public sector and what the individual themselves should take 

responsibility for. (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 42) 

The discussion about the delineation between public and private 

responsibility also applied to situations beyond Sweden’s borders.73 The 

division of responsibility between the state and other actors, and the rights 

of Swedish citizens to receive assistance abroad during crises and 

catastrophes, were explained as currently unclear and required further 

examination (Gov. Bill 2007/08:92, p. 42).  

In sum, during this period, the country’s defence concept was redefined 

through the EU and Nordic solidarity declarations, while military non-

alignment remained firmly in place. Security was articulated as best 

upheld through proactive international cooperation, with participation in 

military operations abroad presented as essential for preventing threats 

from reaching Sweden. The organisation of the armed forces reflected this 

outward-oriented concept: the traditional separation between national 

and international forces was abandoned and replaced by standing and 

contracted units designed for rapid deployment both domestically and 

globally. Sweden’s expeditionary ambitions thus continued to grow, even 

as defence expenditure decreased to historically low levels, sparking 

debate about the credibility of Sweden’s national defence capacity. Under 

the solidarity declaration, Sweden was expected to both provide and 

receive civil and military support, which also meant that assistance to 

society in peacetime and to national defence could come from abroad. The 

role of defence in managing threats within the domestic sphere in 

peacetime was articulated primarily as limited support to civilian 

authorities, while the Home Guard gained an expanded dual role in both 

                                                           
73 Sweden was the European nation most severely impacted by the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and 

tsunami. In the aftermath, the government and government agencies were heavily criticised for their slow 

response and inadequate management of the disaster. 
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territorial defence and peacetime crisis management. Responsibility for 

societal security was further institutionalised through the creation of the 

Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB), reinforcing the division 

between military and civilian domains. Finally, society’s role was 

articulated through a bottom-up approach, where all actors—from 

authorities and organisations to individual citizens—were expected to 

take responsibility for their own security and preparedness. Taken 

together, the articulation of how to achieve and uphold security rested 

primarily on the solidarity doctrine and proactive international 

engagement, while domestic peacetime security was a civilian-led 

responsibility that could be supported by limited defence resources and 

bottom-up preparedness across society. 

Legitimating the soldiering of the armed forces 

During this period, an historic change in Sweden’s soldiering model 

occurred. Legitimated based on the rearticulation of security, conscription 

was suspended and Sweden shifted to an all-volunteer force. It was 

decided that future manpower would consist of employed officers, 

reserve officers and continuously and intermittently OR-rank service 

members employed on fixed-term contracts. Unlike the traditional 

model—where training was compulsory but international deployment 

was voluntary—military training would become voluntary, while 

participation in international missions would be obligatory under the 

employment contract for all service members. Importantly, conscription 

would only be made dormant in peacetime, with the option for the 

government to swiftly activate it fully or partially if deemed necessary for 

national defence. Additionally, it was decided that when military duty 

was active, it should be gender-neutral. 

The reforms during this period significantly redefined the balance 

between obligation and choice in Sweden’s soldiering model and, as such, 

reshaped the social contract. The following section analyses how these 

changes to the manpower system were legitimised as part of the broader 

security contract. 

Legitimating the shift to an all-volunteer force  

The decision to shift to an all-volunteer force was ground-breaking for 

Sweden, with its long history of conscription. It was also described in the 

policy as a “fundamental regime change” (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 75). 

The main principle referred to when justifying the decision was that the 
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legitimacy of conscription relied on its use being necessary for, and 

proportional to, national defence needs, and the argument that this was 

no longer the case, as the Swedish Armed Forces could now fully meet 

their staffing requirements through voluntary recruitment. Additionally, 

the legitimation rested on a representative claim about how the 

population perceived the legitimacy of the soldiering model. It was 

argued in the policy text that conscripting individuals under 

circumstances when there was no immediate demand for conscripts for 

national defence purposes could be perceived by the public as unjustified 

and might undermine the legitimacy of defence policy. For example, the 

following was stated in the directive to the parliamentary committee 

tasked with investigating how a shift to an all-volunteer force could be 

done. 

The use of coercive measures in a situation where the number of 

motivated and otherwise suitable individuals is sufficient to meet 

training needs risks undermining public trust in the activities of the 

armed forces. (Dir. 2007:147, p. 7) 

Echoing arguments from the earlier shift from universal to partial 

conscription, it was emphasised in the legitimation of the change that the 

staffing model was a tool and that conscription should not be a goal in 

itself. The existing manpower model was in this context delegitimised as 

remaining overly oriented toward Cold War-era challenges and 

unsuitable for addressing contemporary and future demands (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 76, 78; Ds 2008:48).  

As discussed above, the articulation of security as a problem—despite 

acknowledging rising military tensions in the region—was based on the 

assumption that a direct attack on Sweden was unlikely. Building on this, 

it was argued that it was not necessary to maintain a large, rapidly 

mobilisable reserve force. In addition, the legitimation of the shift was 

based on the argument that conscription was ineffective and ill-suited for 

addressing contemporary, more likely military threats to Sweden as well, 

either because the time required for mobilisation would not be sufficient 

or because such a response would be disproportionate to the scale of 

threats (Ds 2008:48, pp. 30–31, 70–72; Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 76–78; see 

also Dir. 2007:147, pp. 3–6). 

Furthermore, the legitimation was also based on the argument that 

conscription was neither an effective nor appropriate staffing model for 
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the contemporary tasks assigned to the Swedish Armed Forces. As 

previously discussed, the tasks assigned to the SAF increasingly focused 

on international missions. This was justified by the argument that 

international operations were an indirect form of defence of Sweden. At 

the same time, the principle was consistently upheld that only the direct 

requirements of national defence could justify compulsory service and 

that mandatory training and service solely for the purpose of international 

deployments could not be considered legitimate.  

In the policy, it was stated that, in practice, the number of conscripts 

trained was now largely driven by the demand for employed personnel to 

staff international operations, not the demands of national defence. More 

individuals were being conscripted to train than the SAF actually required 

for national defence purposes. Additionally, it was argued that despite 

this oversupply, the result was fewer and less capable military units 

compared with similar countries (Ds 2008:48, pp. 30–31, 70–72; Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 76–78; Dir. 2007:147, pp. 3–6). 

In contrast, an all-volunteer force was justified as a modernisation of the 

soldiering system, important both for enhancing military capacity in 

relation to current security demands and for upholding respect for 

individual rights (Ds 2008:48, pp. 30–31, 70–72; Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 

11, 72–79). 

The analysis shows that the complete abolition of conscription was never 

contemplated. Its continued legal applicability was established as a 

precondition for Sweden’s transition to an all-volunteer force, ensuring 

that conscription could be swiftly reactivated if deemed necessary in light 

of future security developments (Dir. 2007:147, pp. 6, 8). As discussed, in 

the articulation of security it was consistently emphasised that a return of 

a serious military threat to Sweden could never be ruled out. The analysis 

indicates that this understanding limited the scope of perceived feasible 

changes to the military staffing model. As in the previous period, 

conscription was legitimised as a necessary safeguard to ensure Sweden’s 

capacity to respond to potential future security threats. In this context, the 

policy text also emphasised that this applied not only to military service 

obligations but to the Total Defence duty in its entirety. Maintaining the 

full legal framework for all Total Defence obligations was justified as an 

essential safeguard for national preparedness in the event of a 

deteriorating security situation (Dir. 2007:147, pp. 6–8). 
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A universal Total Defence duty—in some form—should therefore 

still remain to safeguard Sweden’s capacity to, in the future, be able 

to counter an armed attack and protect the civilian population in 

times of non-peace. (Dir. 2007:147, p. 6) 

In the policy text it was also argued that this was the only responsible 

course of action if voluntary recruitment could not meet the military’s 

staffing needs (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 78; Bet. 2009/10:FöU8, p. 24). The 

legitimation for making conscription dormant, rather than abolishing it, 

was thus constructed through a self-referential logic that aligned this 

decision with the state’s role as protector and long-term security planner. 

Retaining the legal framework for Total Defence was presented as 

essential to uphold the state’s responsibility to ensure readiness and 

protect the population in the face of unpredictable future threats: 

A guarantee that the voluntary recruitment system will in all future 

situations be sufficient to defend Sweden cannot, however, 

obviously be given. Even though we do not see any need for 

conscription today, responsible planning requires that a regulatory 

framework is in place also to handle the unexpected. Anything else 

appears irresponsible. (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 78)  

A central question when Sweden was considering a shift in staffing model 

was therefore how to render the legal duty dormant during periods when 

national security permitted and how to activate it when deemed 

necessary. The analysis shows that a flexible solution was chosen, 

granting the government broad discretion justified by national security 

needs. No formal prerequisites—such as a declaration of heightened alert 

or parliamentary approval—would be required. The government could 

activate Total Defence duty, in whole or in part, based on an assessment 

of Sweden’s defence needs (SFS 2010:447).74  

It was decided that the legal duties to muster, undergo training and attend 

refresher exercises would all be made dormant. However, every Swedish 

citizen would, in the year they turned 18, be obligated to participate in an 

online enlistment questionnaire75 regarding their suitability for military 

                                                           
74 According to Sweden’s conscription law, individuals who complete basic training may be assigned a 

wartime placement valid for ten years or until age 47, whichever comes first. In the event of heightened 

alert (höjd beredskap or högsta beredskap, they may thus be conscripted for beredskapstjänstgöring (readiness 

service) or krigstjänstgöring (wartime service). 
75 A deviation from the traditional universal male duty to muster had already been introduced. A 

“suitability inquiry” (lämplighetsundersökning), a web-based self-assessment test, was now the first step in 

the enlistment process. Prior to the introduction of a gender-neutral duty, the suitability inquiry was 
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service—thus introducing a new duty for women. The collected 

information would be retained for two years as a basis for potential 

recruitment should conscription be reactivated (Dir. 2007:147; Law 

1994:1809). This measure sustained the state’s infrastructural capacity to 

identify, track and potentially mobilise individuals, even in the absence of 

active conscription. Furthermore, the legislation established that 

volunteers who had joined and been trained under peacetime contracts 

could, if conscription were reactivated, be compelled to serve under duty 

during national mobilisation (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 78; SOU 2008:98; 

SOU 2009:63, p. 27). This provision effectively allowed the state to convert 

a voluntary act into a compulsory obligation, binding individuals to serve 

in armed defence should the security situation be seen as requiring it. 

Following these choices, the resulting manpower model was legitimised 

as a system that combined the perceived benefits of both voluntary service 

and conscription. In the policy text, it was described as a proportionate 

response to shifting security needs—one that avoided unnecessary 

infringements on individual rights while enabling equal opportunities for 

men and women to serve. At the same time, it was described as preserving 

key advantages associated with conscription, such as maintaining a 

credible reserve and the capacity to scale recruitment in response to crisis. 

As such, the model was presented as sound from a security perspective 

and normatively defensible, reconciling military necessity with 

democratic values (Dir. 2007:147; Dir. 2009:4; Dir. 2009:28; SOU 2008:98; 

SOU 2009:63). 

The introduction of these reforms marked a profound reconfiguration of 

the social contract, including the shift to gender-neutral conscription 

when the duty was active. Despite the magnitude of this change—altering 

who may be called upon to serve and under what terms—the 

accompanying policy text offered only modest legitimation. The 

legitimation was primarily anchored in functional and military-logistical 

reasoning rather than in broader appeals to gender equality or democratic 

values. 

The final report of the parliamentary inquiry tasked with advising on the 

transition to voluntary recruitment, Total Defence Duty and Voluntarism 

(SOU 2009:63; Dir. 2007:147), illustrates this narrow rationale. The report 

                                                           
voluntary for women, but women received a letter encouraging them to respond to the web questionnaire 

(Dir. 2007:147, p. 4; Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 65).  
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described gender-neutral conscription as self-evident from a security 

perspective, emphasising the unpredictability of future threats and the 

corresponding need for flexibility by political authorities: 

 [It is] impossible to predict under what circumstances the system 

based on duty may again become necessary. How the demand for 

personnel in such a situation will look is also impossible to predict. 

That gender would be a determining factor is, however, […] a 

totally unrealistic notion. If the system of service under duty must 

again be used, the responsible authorities must have the widest 

possible freedom of choice with regard to enlisting the individuals 

best suited to serve. (SOU 2009:63, p. 27) 

The defence bill from 2009, A Functional Defence, simply stated that, if 

conscription were reactivated, it would be gender-neutral, and the most 

suitable individuals for service would be selected regardless of gender. 

Legitimacy is hence described as derived less from fairness or gender 

equality as a normative principle and more from the imperatives of 

military rationality and strategic foresight. The argument assumes that 

efficiency and flexibility in personnel selection require a gender-neutral 

framework, portraying it as a pragmatic necessity rather than a political 

or ethical advancement. This reveals a mode of legitimation anchored in 

security and its demanded discretion, with the transformative changes in 

the security contract rendered acceptable through the lens of operational 

necessity. 

The analysis also suggests that the introduction of gender-neutral 

conscription was seen as something that would normalise women’s 

participation in the military. This normalisation was viewed as crucial not 

only for future use of conscription but also to meet the personnel demands 

in a system based on voluntary enlistment (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 77–

78). Paradoxically, then, the expansion of the legal obligation to include 

women was, at least in part, intended to bolster voluntary recruitment. 

This significant change in the social contract, in which women would be 

called to service just as men had been, had no immediate practical 

consequences, as it was introduced concurrently with the dormancy of 

conscription itself. The fact that the reform was enacted while the public 

was simultaneously informed that conscription would remain inactive for 

the foreseeable future likely contributed to the limited public debate and 

legitimation that accompanied the change. Persson and Sundevall (2019), 

in their study of how women, men and gender equality in the Swedish 
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military have been debated, understood and regulated between 1965 and 

2018, similarly observe that the gender-neutral conscription reform 

received surprisingly little attention in both parliamentary debates and 

media coverage. They argue that this lack of attention was largely due to 

the reform being overshadowed by the broader suspension of the 

conscription system.  

Legitimating the design of the new all-volunteer manpower model 

In 2010, Sweden transitioned to an all-volunteer force (Modern Personnel 

Supply for a Usable Defence, Gov. Bill 2009/10:160; Bet. 2009/10:FöU8; Rskr. 

2009/10:269, 2009/10:270). Efficiency in relation to international missions 

was the focal point in the legitimation of the new military personnel 

supply system. The conscription system was described as having caused 

problems—such as an imbalance in the number of recruits, their 

competence, age and motivation—that would now be addressed (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 72–79). A volunteer model was legitimised as better 

suited to attracting and retaining the right personnel for an appropriate 

duration, with the primary goal of staffing missions abroad (Gov. Bill 

2011/12:115, p. 65).  

It was decided that the operational force should consist of approximately 

50,000 service members. This included around 28,000 in standing and 

contracted units, with an additional 22,000 in the Home Guard and 

National Protection Forces. Civilian personnel were estimated at 

approximately 5,000 (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 50; Ministry of Defence, 

Sweden, March 2009). 

Reflecting a central legitimation for the new staffing system, the policy 

text emphasised the operational requirement that all military units in the 

future force should be fully deployable for international missions. A major 

shift in policy logic was that international service was no longer a 

voluntary extension of national duty but became a mandatory component 

of military service, applying to both military and civilian personnel (Gov. 

Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 11, 66). This reversal was explicitly acknowledged in 

the long-term bill: 

Under the present system, training is obligatory. However, 

participation in international missions is voluntary in all situations 

apart from general mobilisation. In tomorrow’s system, the opposite 

must apply. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 11) 
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This quote underscores a deliberate inversion of the traditional structure 

of military duty, presenting international deployment not as an exception 

to military service but as an integral part of the soldier’s future role. 

Following this, in 2010, the Supreme Commander sent a letter to all 

officers asking whether they were willing to serve abroad. A refusal was 

considered grounds for dismissal (Lag & Avtal, 2012). 

In the new manpower model, basic military training was standardised to 

an initial three-month period for all recruits. Upon successful completion, 

recruits could then apply for military other rank (OR) positions, join the 

Home Guard or pursue officer education. Following acceptance for 

employment, most service members would undergo additional position-

specific training. The total training period for the majority of service 

members was therefore at least ten months. This was legitimised as 

providing the staffing system with flexibility—for both the individual and 

the SAF—and efficiency (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 88–96; Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 83–86). 

Based on the existing system with officers and reserve officers, two new 

categories of personnel were introduced at OR level: full-time serving 

squad leaders, soldiers and seamen (GSS/K) and periodically serving 

squad leaders, soldiers and seamen (GSS/T). The latter group would, 

similar to reserve officers, be contracted for training, exercises and 

operations during specific periods while holding primary employment 

outside the Swedish Armed Forces (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 22, 82).76  

The policy text explained the balance between full-time and periodically 

serving members as a cost-capacity trade-off. The full-time personnel 

would primarily serve in the standing units. This was legitimised as 

offering greater capacity for undertaking complex tasks, due to continuity 

in training, exercises and participation in operations within the same unit. 

However, the policy text also explained that the cost of maintaining full-

time personnel was high. In contrast, periodically serving personnel were 

described as offering a more cost-effective solution. They would mainly 

staff the contracted units, which were more limited in terms of flexibility, 

accessibility and joint training opportunities (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 22, 

82). 

                                                           
76 Swedish: gruppbefäl, soldater och sjömän kontinuerligt tjänstgörande (GSS/K, continuously/full-time 

serving) and gruppbefäl, soldater och sjömän tidvis tjänstgörande (GSS/T, periodically/part-time serving). 
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It was decided that employed OR-level service members—unlike officers, 

who typically have permanent contracts—should have fixed-term 

contracts. This decision was legitimised as a balance between the security 

problem as it was now articulated, the demand for effectiveness and the 

state’s responsibility for service members’ wellbeing.  

The Armed Forces must be able to defend Sweden and promote 

Swedish security within Sweden, in the surrounding region and 

beyond. A prerequisite for secure staffing is an efficient and 

effective personnel supply system. In addition, the state has a clear 

responsibility to safeguard, as far as possible, the physical and 

mental health of its employed personnel. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 

69) 

The legitimation discussed that, given that most service members in the 

future would operate under challenging and often hazardous conditions, 

the length of service and frequency of deployments must be carefully 

managed to prevent undue harm in order for the state to fulfil its 

responsibility to military personnel (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 66–69).  

The Government has already pointed to the risk to individuals’ 

health if they participate in too many international military 

operations. The state cannot allow its employees to be exposed to 

these types of risks.  (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 67) 

The policy discourse legitimising the chosen staffing model emphasised 

the importance of balancing three core imperatives: the state’s 

responsibility to safeguard service members and minimise undue harm; 

the operational objectives of the new manpower policy; and long-term 

economic sustainability. It was argued that offering permanent contracts 

to OR-level service members would oblige the Swedish Armed Forces to 

shield personnel from excessive physical and psychological strain by 

relieving them from international deployments for extended periods of 

their contracts. However, this arrangement was depicted as financially 

unsustainable and inconsistent with the broader aim of building a flexible, 

mission-ready force capable of addressing both domestic and 

international security tasks. At the same time, overly short contracts were 

also described as inadequate, as they failed to yield a sufficient return on 

the considerable investment required to train the highly skilled personnel 

demanded by the new system (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 66–69; Gov. Bill 

2009/10:160, p. 79). 
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Fixed-term contracts were also legitimised as aligning with considerations 

from the individual’s perspective and interests, given the high-risk nature 

of the tasks they would perform. This was supported by the argument that 

international experience showed that personnel in roles akin to squad 

leaders, soldiers and seamen rarely remained in such positions long-term, 

even when offered the opportunity (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 65–69).  

The Government also wants to stress that, from the individual’s 

perspective, it would not be appropriate to have contracts of 

indefinite duration for the category of staff serving as squad leaders, 

soldiers and seamen. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 67) 

The decision to structure the new staffing system around fixed-term and 

periodically serving soldiers was further legitimised as a way to maintain 

the military’s societal anchoring and, by extension, foster a sustained 

general willingness among citizens to contribute to national defence. The 

shift to an all-volunteer force represented a profound transformation, and 

the analysis shows that legitimacy concerns were central to the reform 

process. It was perceived as a key precondition for transitioning to an AVF 

to preserve what were seen as the core advantages of the conscription-

based model—namely, its ability to promote legitimacy through broad 

societal embeddedness and to uphold the perception of national defence 

as a shared civic responsibility. This sense of collective duty was viewed 

as essential not only for maintaining public support for defence policy but 

also for ensuring future acceptance of a potential reactivation of 

conscription should security circumstances demand it. Fixed-term and 

periodically serving personnel were therefore seen as a way to ensure 

continued interaction between the military and civilian spheres and to 

prevent a separation between the armed forces and broader society that 

could weaken public understanding and support for defence policy and 

future willingness to participate in the defence of the country. In addition, 

it was decided that, as Sweden shifted to an AVF, measures should be 

implemented to strengthen ties between the military and society at large, 

foster public support and ensure ongoing civic responsibility to maintain 

the resilience of the military system (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140; Dir. 2007:147, 

pp. 9, 12; Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 77).   

The identified challenge with the new soldiering system was that the SAF 

must attract suitable personnel in competition with other employers, 

retain them for the duration of their contracts, ensure their performance 

and then assist them in transitioning to the civilian labour market (Gov. 
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Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 78, 80, 158). The envisioned future soldier was 

described in the policy text as a young individual just entering the 

workforce, eager to take on meaningful security tasks for a limited period. 

This individual would not necessarily view employment with the 

Swedish Armed Forces as the beginning of a military career, but as 

something that could be a temporary commitment before transitioning to 

other pursuits. Younger personnel were also considered more suitable for 

these positions, as it would be easier for them to reintegrate into civilian 

life once their contracts ended (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 67–68).  

In many cases, it will involve younger women and men who have 

not yet started a family or fully decided on their future direction in 

life. For these younger people, the soldier profession can be an 

attractive opportunity for employment. It is a job where there are 

good opportunities to actively contribute to helping vulnerable 

people in another part of the world during an international military 

operation. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 68) 

In the policy texts it was explained that, to make the new OR-rank 

positions attractive, employees needed to know the duration of their 

fixed-term employment and have clear guidelines regarding the 

frequency of international deployments. This was also described as 

necessary to allow service members to maintain a balanced and orderly 

life, both professionally and personally (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 66–67).  

Following this legitimating reasoning, and weighing several different 

aspects, it was decided that the new OR-level full-time service members 

should serve for a maximum of 12 years (Law 2012:332). Furthermore, a 

ratio of 1:4 for the standing units and 1:6 for the contract units was 

proposed between periods of operational service and periods of 

preparedness, recreation and training (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 80; Gov. 

Bill 2011/12:115, p. 66).77  

 

                                                           
77 Employment contracts of six to eight years were proposed for full-time serving soldiers, seamen and 

squad leaders, with the possibility of renewal for an additional term. The total length of employment was 

not to exceed sixteen years, of which a maximum of twelve could be served on a full-time basis (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140, pp. 79–80; 2011/12:115, p. 1; Lagen om vissa försvarsmaktsanställningar 2012:332). The service 

ratio of 1:4 for standing units and 1:6 for contract units corresponded to one six-month deployment within 

a two-year cycle and one such deployment within a three-year cycle respectively. Over a six- to eight-year 

employment period, this would allow for participation in two to three international military operations 

(Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 80; Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 66). 
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Preserving civic norms: the legitimation of Sweden’s AVF through 

rejection of professionalisation 

The legitimation of the new staffing system also explicitly rejected the 

notion that Sweden was transitioning to a professional defence force. As 

discussed in previous chapters, a professional force had long been deemed 

incompatible with Sweden’s defence doctrine. Although the reformed 

system introduced voluntary enlistment and contractual employment for 

all personnel, the policy discourse maintained that this did not signify a 

shift towards professionalisation: 

The principles outlined here do not imply a shift towards a 

professional defence. (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, p. 73) 

The legitimation distinguished Sweden’s approach primarily through the 

nature of service contracts. The Swedish model built on fixed-term 

contracts for OR-level personnel, reserving long-term career paths almost 

exclusively for officers. By doing so, the reform avoided creating a 

standing force of career soldiers, a scenario previously seen as politically 

and normatively undesirable. 

This legitimating distancing from professionalisation thus relied on a 

narrow and domestically constructed definition of a “professional defence 

force”, which diverges significantly from how the term is commonly 

understood in military sociology and global practice. In comparative 

military studies, professional armed forces are typically characterised by 

voluntary enlistment, paid employment and often the use of fixed-term 

contracts—conditions that Sweden’s model in fact fulfilled (Huntington, 

1957; Moskos, 1977; Moskos et al., 2000; Caforio, 2006).  

Another key element of the discursive legitimation practice distancing 

Sweden’s new model from professionalisation was based on the fact that 

there would be only a relatively small number of full-time serving soldiers 

and that the majority of personnel would serve intermittently or part-time, 

thus preserving the civic-normative principle that soldiering should not 

become a profession in the Swedish context (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 73–

80; see also Gov. Bill 2009/10:160; Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 28, 68–69, 80, 

197). 

Supported by these arguments, it was argued that Sweden would both 

achieve military requirements and align its staffing with the long-standing 

principle that to be a soldier should not be a profession in Sweden (Gov. 
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Bill 2008/09:140, pp. 73–80; see also Gov. Bill 2009/10:160; Gov. Bill 

2011/12:115, pp. 28, 68–69, 80, 197). 

By having a personnel supply system in which a large proportion of 

employees have fixed-term contracts, the requirements of usability, 

accessibility and flexibility are achieved, as well as the essential 

prerequisite that Sweden should not have a professional defence 

force. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 63) 

Sustaining legitimacy through anchoring, support and societal 

adaptation 

The analysis demonstrates that the shift to an all-volunteer force (AVF), 

alongside an increased emphasis on international operations, created a 

perceived need to inform the public more actively about Sweden’s 

evolving security and defence policy to maintain legitimacy. In the policy 

text, this was described as the importance of informing the population 

about the humanitarian objectives of international missions and how they 

aligned with Sweden’s traditional role in international peace promotion. 

In this context, it was also emphasised that having a significant proportion 

of personnel serve part-time, while maintaining primary employment 

outside the Swedish Armed Forces, was a means to preserve societal 

anchoring, spread understanding and promote public support (Gov. Bill 

2008/09:140; Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 11, 184–187; Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, 

pp. 22, 77, 82). It was claimed that broad societal knowledge of 

international deployment activities would further reinforce legitimacy 

and acceptance of the defence policy:  

It will be seen as a natural part of Swedish daily life to help 

vulnerable people in different parts of the world. (Gov. Bill 

2009/10:160, p. 185) 

This can be interpreted as reflecting a perceived need to normalise 

international operations and legitimise them as a natural and necessary 

extension of Sweden’s security and defence strategy. 

Information and knowledge among the population were described as an 

important source of public support. In the policy text , it was argued as 

important to foster a greater public understanding of the difficult 

conditions faced by deployed personnel, both during and after their 

missions. This was described as important to ensure that service members 
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felt supported by the broader public and in order to maintain soldiers’ 

morale (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 184-187). 

When peace-supporting operations are anchored in the population, 

they become a matter that positively engages and concerns people. 

This allows deployed personnel to feel the necessary support for 

their mission. (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 185) 

Thus, the policy discourse described cultivating societal awareness and 

engagement as a source of public support linked to operational 

effectiveness through soldiers’ morale.  

Maintaining legitimacy through the dissemination of knowledge was also 

described as essential for countering what was described as unfair 

criticism of military personnel and operations. It was claimed in the policy 

that Swedish and foreign military units, or individual service members 

and their families, had sometimes been 

portrayed unfavourably or even as criminals in the media, despite 

adhering to international and national law and fulfilling their 

assigned duties. (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 186)78  

Such criticism was described as a serious issue. However, it was argued 

that providing more information and increasing public understanding of 

military operations would mitigate such perceptions (Gov. Bill 

2009/10:160, p. 186). 

The government considers unjust criticism to be a serious matter. 

However, with increased knowledge of peace-supporting 

operations, particularly at the political level, and a broader 

understanding of these activities within society, events initially seen 

as negative might be viewed differently. Greater knowledge of the 

mission and its conditions can lead to a more nuanced perspective 

and opinions when various incidents occur in the operational area 

(Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 186). 

In the policy texts, both the Swedish Armed Forces and political 

leadership were assigned responsibility for contributing to the 

legitimation of these new policies. Political leaders were called upon to 

                                                           
78 In 2010, the Danish documentary film Armadillo about Danish soldiers in the War in Afghanistan 

received attention and created political controversy in Denmark. The soldiers were accused of deliberately 

breaking the rules of engagement during one of the firefights; however, they were later cleared of any 

wrongdoing.  
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take a more active role in improving their own knowledge and engaging 

in public discussions on national defence, ensuring that information 

reached the broader public (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 184–187; Gov. Bill 

2011/12:115, p. 65). The SAF was also tasked with ensuring transparency 

and engaging with the media as far as security conditions allowed. 

Moreover, the SAF, as an employer, was assigned the expectation of 

defending its personnel against inaccurate or unfair criticism. In such 

cases, prompt and robust support should be extended to both personnel 

and their families (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 186). 

With deeper knowledge, there will be greater and clearer support 

for deployed personnel, both in their daily work and when 

incidents or injuries occur. There will be a stronger foundation in 

society for providing support when unjust criticism is directed at 

the mission or individual personnel. (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 185) 

A new, comprehensive veteran policy was also introduced during this 

period (Law 1999:568; Law 2010:449; Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 134–136), 

accompanied by initiatives aimed at recognising military service through 

the introduction of medals, ceremonies and official acknowledgements 

(Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 67; Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 187–196). These 

measures can be understood as part of a broader effort to maintain 

legitimacy for the evolving role of service members within a transformed 

security approach. They reflect the logic that the state not only owes care 

to its personnel, but must also foster civic recognition of the sacrifices 

demanded by defence policy. The legitimating rationale rested on the 

principle that the state's duty of care must be commensurate with the risks 

and burdens imposed on service members, especially as they were now 

routinely expected to participate in high-risk international operations 

involving the use of significant military force. The policy texts emphasised 

that it was a national obligation to care for military personnel before, 

during and after their missions, and to provide enhanced support for their 

families, particularly children, affected by the strains of deployment (Gov. 

Bill 2009/10:160, pp. 134, 136; Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 22). The bill Modern 

Personnel Provisioning for an Effective Defence – Certain Issues Concerning the 

Swedish Armed Forces’ Personnel stated the following: 

The Riksdag and the government have a significant responsibility 

for personnel in Swedish military operations, as well as for their 

relatives. It is therefore important that both state authorities and the 

Armed Forces always keep the well-being of deployed personnel 

and their relatives in mind. (Gov. Bill 2009/10:160, p. 185) 
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The introduction of the new manpower system also affected broader 

society, and in the legitimating discourse it was argued that, for the new 

system to succeed, society as a whole must adapt. It was asserted that, 

regardless of the specific staffing model adopted, the fulfilment of military 

personnel needs would inevitably affect broader society and therefore 

require accommodation from other societal actors (Gov. Bill 2008/09:140, 

p. 73; Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 23, 173–174). To support the shift to an 

AVF, new regulatory measures were introduced, such as granting part-

time soldiers the right to take leave from civilian employment or studies 

to fulfil their service obligations with the Swedish Armed Forces (Law 

2012:332). The analysis shows that national security discourse played a 

central role in legitimisation, grounding it in long-standing principles of 

collective responsibility. It was underlined in the policy that the transition 

to an all-volunteer force did not shift responsibility away from society at 

large. The texts emphasised that the defence of Sweden is a national 

interest that concerns all citizens, and that the Swedish Armed Forces 

serve a shared societal function. This is exemplified by the statement in 

the bill Soldier Employment in the Swedish Armed Forces: 

The government wants to emphasise that military defence is a 

national security interest that concerns the entire society and all its 

citizens. This means that a system for staffing the defence also 

becomes a concern for society as a whole. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, p. 

23)  

It was hence underscored that staffing the defence remained a national 

obligation. The legitimation emphasised continuity with historical norms, 

arguing that national defence had long warranted special legislation 

concerning personnel provisioning due to its critical significance for 

national security. This appeal to civic duty and shared responsibility 

shaped the supporting reforms as a continuation of Sweden’s established 

defence ethos rather than a break from it (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115, pp. 64–

65). In this way, the discourse sought to normalise the new provisions by 

aligning them with longstanding Swedish defence policy traditions, 

portraying them as a necessary and legitimate extension of the national 

security interest. This argument was clearly articulated in the following 

passage from the bill Soldier Employment in the Swedish Armed Forces: 

During the era of the conscription system, staffing the defence was 

fully integrated and a natural part of the Swedish labour market. 

The government once again underlines that, in principle, there is no 

difference now. The issue of staffing the defence should still be 
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viewed as a matter for the whole of society and a natural part of the 

Swedish labour market. (Gov. Bill 2011/12:115 pp. 173–174) 

Conclusion: The evolution of the security contract  

If we revisit the security narrative, what we see is that during this period 

Sweden’s security threats were articulated as evolving, borderless and 

increasingly complex. Renewed attention was given to regional military 

tensions for the first time since the Cold War. Sweden rearticulated 

referent objects and introduced a comprehensive approach that integrated 

all areas of security into a single strategy with unified objectives. 

Traditional state referents remained the primary focus, with the protection 

of Sweden’s sovereignty and territorial integrity positioned as a 

prerequisite for broader security interests, including safeguarding the 

population’s life and health, preserving fundamental societal values and 

ensuring the functionality of essential systems. 

The understanding of how security should be achieved and upheld 

continued to place increasing emphasis on international collaboration. 

The legitimation described participation in international operations as 

both a reflection of Sweden’s humanitarian commitments and, primarily, 

as the best means of ensuring national security in the contemporary 

strategic environment. With this narrative came significant reforms of the 

Swedish Armed Forces. The previous division between units designated 

for national defence and those assigned to international missions was 

abolished, and a new operational organisation was launched. The 

structure comprised multifunctional units designed for immediate 

deployment in response to both domestic and international security 

challenges.  

This rearticulation of what security is and demands created mounting 

challenges for the Swedish Armed Forces to perform the assigned tasks 

with the existing staffing model. Following this, it was decided that 

Sweden should transition to an all-volunteer force in which service 

members could be trained for international tasks and regularly deployed 

abroad. Further, conscription should be deactivated, with the possibility 

of rapid reactivation in part or in whole based on national security 

demands. In addition, military service, when active, should be expanded 

to become gender-neutral. 

This marked a profound change in the social contract, redefining what 

obligations the state may demand, from whom and under what conditions 
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those demands remain legally legitimate. For the first time in over a 

century, no one would be compelled to undergo military training and the 

message from the political authorities to the population was that 

conscription would not be necessary in the foreseeable future. The 

legitimation of the decision was built on the argument that conscription 

was no longer necessary for national defence and that its imposition on 

individual rights and freedoms was therefore no longer justified. The 

legitimation also drew on the representative claim that the public’s belief 

in the legitimacy of conscription depended on upholding the principle 

that compulsory enlistment is only used when it is necessary for national 

defence. In addition, it was argued in the policy text that conscription was 

an ineffective and costly staffing model for the threats the Swedish Armed 

Forces were currently tasked to manage. 

The decision not to abolish conscription but merely render it dormant 

during peacetime was legitimated by invoking the imperative of 

safeguarding national defence readiness. Maintaining the legal 

mechanism that made conscription possible was argued to be 

indispensable for the state’s capacity to respond to unforeseen future 

threats to national security. The legitimation drew on a self-referential 

logic: preserving the option to reactivate conscription was described as a 

precautionary measure necessary for the state to fulfil its responsibility to 

safeguard the future security of the nation and anticipate evolving threats, 

even in the absence of immediate need. 

The elimination of Total Defence duties was never contemplated. This 

underscores the enduring, foundational and non-negotiable role of legal 

obligations within Sweden’s security contract, which remained centred on 

national defence. Because the future use of conscription was considered 

critical, ensuring public acceptance of its potential reactivation was 

deemed essential. Consequently, measures to maintain the population’s 

willingness to defend the country were seen as vital. 

The centrality of conscription was further reinforced by the decision that, 

should conscription be reactivated in the future, it would be implemented 

on a gender-neutral basis, signalling an expansion of civic obligation 

rather than its retreat. This reform marked a significant change to the 

social contract. The primary justification for this shift in the policy text 

centred on military considerations, specifically the need to ensure that the 

most qualified individuals, regardless of gender, could be selected to 

maximise the effectiveness of the national defence force. However, 
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although the legitimation of gender-neutral conscription did not focus on 

principles of fairness or equality, it meant that men’s and women’s 

obligations to the state became more symmetric, introducing the principle 

of equal responsibility for all citizens to defend the nation in arms. 

The reform that introduced the possibility to deactivate and reactivate 

conscription, as a whole or in parts, gave the government new flexibility 

to adapt the use of national service as perceived security needs evolved. 

For citizens, this introduced a new form of unpredictability into the social 

contract. It meant that the legal duty could be paused for everyone in 

certain periods but also quickly come to fruition and be reinstated. This 

reconfigured a latent structure of state power, preserving the legal means 

to assert authority over individuals’ bodies and futures, even under a 

primarily volunteer-based manpower model. In effect, this blurred the 

boundaries between systems based on choice and those grounded in 

compulsion. 

The evolving security policy and the adoption of an all-volunteer force 

carried profound implications for the social contract, reshaping the 

relationship between service members and the democratic state. The 

legitimation of the AVF was founded on it being a more suitable 

manpower model to address Sweden’s contemporary security demands, 

significantly enhancing the military’s capacity as a more cost-effective 

model. 

With the revised security framework, the social contract was rearticulated. 

The role of soldiers was redefined and the ethical and political 

foundations of military service itself transformed. In the policy text, 

recruits were no longer portrayed as democratic conscripts defending the 

homeland, but as skilled individuals contributing to humanitarian efforts 

and international stability. 

The analysis also revealed that the shift from conscription to an all-

volunteer force (AVF), coupled with the increasing focus on international 

deployments, generated concerns regarding the legitimacy of the evolving 

social contract. 

Citizens who volunteered for military service now assumed the burdens 

of Sweden’s military capacity on behalf of society. In turn, the state bore 

an obligation to uphold its side of the contract by safeguarding their 

physical and psychological well-being. This was especially emphasised 

given the new reality of regular deployments in complex and high-risk 
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international missions. The legitimation of the AVF thus also rested on a 

self-referential practice: it was argued that the new demands placed on 

service members required a corresponding adaptation of the state’s duty 

of care. This responsibility was described as essential to upholding the 

social contract between the state and those it deploys in its service, but 

also as an essential condition for maintaining the legitimacy of defence 

policy within broader society. 

The legitimation of the move to an AVF was also based on aligning the 

decision with the long-standing principle that soldiering should not be a 

profession.  

The social contract was constructed by underscoring the responsibility of 

all individuals and societal actors to support those who served and to 

adapt to the demands that the new manpower system placed on broader 

society. Sweden’s historical tradition of collective national defence was 

invoked to legitimate this construction, portraying the changes as a 

continuation, rather than a departure, from foundational civic principles 

embedded in the security contract.  

This highlights a perceived exchange within the social contract that is 

important to uphold: despite the policy change, military personnel still 

risked their lives for the nation, and the nation, in turn, owes them support 

and recognition. Ensuring public understanding to maintain support was 

presented as integral to the functioning of the revised security contract. 

Measures to sustain such societal anchoring were portrayed as essential 

not only to mitigate the risk of a widening civil–military gap but also to 

ensure the long-term legitimacy of Sweden’s security and defence policy. 

In sum, this chapter has shown that despite the shift to an All-Volunteer 

Force, the foundational element of the security contract—the mutual 

obligation and civic duty to contribute to national defence—was 

constructed as remaining intact. Through this lens, the social contract was 

both reaffirmed and rearticulated, where the legitimacy of the contract, 

especially with regard to the future use of conscription, was understood 

to depend on preserving a sense of shared responsibility and on defence 

remaining anchored in society. The policy reforms introduced during this 

period reshaped the core relationships within the social contract: between 

the state and its citizens, between the state and its soldiers, and between 

soldiers and society. By retaining the underlying legal mechanism of 

conscription, soldiering was recognised both as a civic obligation and as a 
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voluntary commitment, reflecting Sweden’s broader transformation in 

how national defence is conceived and governed. 
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Chapter 7: Period IV (2013-

2024) 
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Introduction – gender neutral conscription  

This chapter analyses Sweden’s security and soldiering policy as 

articulated through key decisions made between 2013 and 2024. This was 

a period marked by profound upheavals in the European and global 

security environment. At the European level, Russia’s annexation of 

Crimea in 2014 represented a turning point, fundamentally reshaping 

threat perceptions. The subsequent full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022, marking the return of large-scale interstate war to Europe, 

disrupted post–Cold War assumptions of stability, unsettled regional 

security architectures and intensified threat assessments across northern 

and eastern Europe. 

The invasion also prompted an unprecedented international response. 

NATO reinforced its eastern flank, while the United States and European 

partners imposed sweeping sanctions on Russia. Across Europe, 

governments began reassessing defence postures, accelerating 

investments in military capabilities and re-examining long-standing 

assumptions about alliance commitments, national defence and collective 

security. For Sweden, these developments became a defining context for 

strategic adaptation and reform. 

While the war in Ukraine dominated Europe’s security agenda, it 

unfolded alongside other persistent global security issues. 

Counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as civil wars 

in Syria and Yemen, drove instability, mass migration and humanitarian 

emergencies. Iran’s nuclear ambitions and North Korea’s missile 

programme kept international diplomacy under pressure, while maritime 

piracy, particularly off the coast of Somalia, continued to threaten global 

shipping. Meanwhile, China’s growing influence, especially in the South 

China Sea, underscored shifting balances of power and reinforced debates 

about the future of the global order. 

Broader structural transformations further reshaped the security 

landscape. The intensifying arms race among the United States, Russia 

and China fuelled regional rivalries. Rapid advances in cyber warfare, 

artificial intelligence and hybrid tactics blurred the lines between military 

and non-military domains, forcing governments to rethink defence 

strategies. At the same time, non-traditional security threats gained 

prominence: climate change was increasingly recognised as a critical 
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driver of instability, while the COVID-19 pandemic exposed 

vulnerabilities in health systems and underscored the security dimensions 

of bio-risks. 

Finally, the period was marked by institutional fragility and weakening 

international cooperation. Brexit and shifts in U.S. foreign policy during 

the Trump administration created new political and economic 

uncertainties, while the erosion of key arms control treaties, including the 

Iran nuclear deal, further undermined multilateral governance. Together, 

these dynamics amplified perceptions of insecurity, complicating the task 

of navigating an increasingly volatile security order. 

In Sweden, Russia's aggression towards Ukraine had a profound impact 

on the defence and security policy. After extensive political negotiations 

regarding the future direction of Sweden's defence strategy 

(Regeringskansliet, 2015), the new long-term defence bill Defence Policy 

Orientation – Sweden's Defence 2016–2020 (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, 

Bet.2014/15:FöU11)79 was presented in 2015 and marked a decisive 

reorientation in Sweden’s security approach. The security and defence 

developments set out in this bill continued with the next defence bill, The 

Total Defence 2021–2025 (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30; Bet. 2020/21:FöU4), from 

2020, and the 2024 defence bill, The Total Defence 2025–2030 (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34).80 

Sweden reconfigured its defence strategy under the banner of a “modern 

Total Defence”, accompanied by a sharp increase in defence spending. 

The enhancement of national warfighting capabilities was prioritised, 

with defence planning once again focused on safeguarding territorial 

integrity and preparing for armed attack. However, this redirection did 

not signify a return to Sweden’s traditional Cold War model of 

independent national defence. Instead, the renewed emphasis on national 

defence capacity was closely linked to interoperability and deepened 

collaboration with international partners, a trajectory that culminated in a 

                                                           
79 The 2014 general election in Sweden resulted in a minority government with the Social Democrats as 

the largest party, supported by the Green Party. The bill 2014/15:109 was based on an agreement on 17 

April 2015 between the Social Democrats, the Green Party, the Moderate Party, the Centre Party and the 

Christian Democrats. The Left Party and the Sweden Democrats were not part of the agreement. The 

Christian Democrats left the consensus-seeking discussions in 2017. 
80 From 18 October 2022, Sweden was governed by a minority coalition comprising the Moderate Party, 

the Christian Democrats and the Liberals, supported in the Riksdag by the Sweden Democrats. 
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historic shift in Sweden’s security posture with its 2024 accession to 

NATO. 

The rearticulation of the security problem during this period laid the 

foundation for a new fundamental transformation of Sweden’s military 

manpower system. Conscription was reactivated in March 2017. This 

marked another historic moment, as the policy of mandating military 

service for women on equal terms with men was implemented for the first 

time. Sweden introduced a previously regarded unfeasible hybrid 

manpower model, blending professional and conscripted personnel in a 

new configuration tailored to perceived security demands.  

This chapter explores how these evolving security needs were articulated, 

how the reconfigured personnel system was legitimated in policy texts 

and what this transformation reveals about the changing nature of the 

security contract between the state and its citizens in Sweden. 

Security threats  

In Sweden, the articulation of security threats underwent a rapid shift 

following Russia’s aggression towards Ukraine. Just a year before the 

invasion, in 2013, the Parliamentary Defence Commission presented the 

report Choices in a Globalized World (Ds 2013:33) in preparation for the 

forthcoming long-term defence bill. The report described a security 

environment marked by ongoing wars and conflicts in various parts of the 

world, but emphasised that Europe was more secure than ever before: 

While Europe is experiencing the safest and most peaceful situation 

on our continent in history, there are other parts of the world that 

suffer, and will continue to suffer, from war and conflicts. (Ds 

2013:33, p. 17) 

The 2013 report reflected the now well-established broad understanding 

of security threats, encompassing military and non-military challenges of 

varying magnitudes and characteristics. 

The threats to our security transcend borders and sectors. They can 

include terrorism, organised crime, disruption of vital systems and 

flows, disintegrating states, economic crises, political and religious 

extremism, threats to democracy and the rule of law, social 

exclusion, migration flows, threats to values, climate change, 

natural disasters and pandemics, as well as armed attack (Ds 

2013:33, p. 215) 
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In May 2014, the Defence Commission presented its subsequent report The 

Defence of Sweden – A Stronger Defence for an Uncertain Time (Ds 2014:20). 

The report reflected a significant shift in the understanding of the security 

situation. Russia's aggression toward Ukraine was described as 

the greatest challenge to the European security order since it was 

established a quarter of a century ago. (Ds 2014:20, p. 14) 

When the new long-term defence bill was presented in April 2015, the shift 

towards traditional military concerns was even more pronounced. 

Sweden’s security environment was assessed as continuing to deteriorate, 

with Russia’s growing military capabilities and instability along Europe’s 

eastern borders as central concerns. 

In the bill, it was further stated that several indicators pointed to the 

renewed relevance of state actors in security politics (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 21–22). The policy text also, for the first time since the end 

of the Cold War, took on a more pessimistic tone regarding the future of 

the international system. The global order was described as increasingly 

uncertain, with concerns that the international climate might shift away 

from cooperation and towards greater disintegration:   

globalization, along with economic and ecological challenges such 

as a changing climate, can incentivise increased cooperation, but it 

is more likely that instability in the international system and 

competition among various actors will increase. (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, p. 22) 

It was further anticipated that demand for decisive international conflict 

management would remain high. Compounding this, in regions lacking 

robust conflict-resolution mechanisms, the risk of violence was expected 

to grow and, within Europe, existing institutions were described as 

struggling to prevent outbreaks of violence:   

Many international institutions and regimes show signs of 

exhaustion, while at the same time being challenged from several 

directions by both state and non-state actors. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, 

p. 21). 

However, the fundamental analysis remained consistent. It was assessed 

that a direct military attack on Sweden was unlikely, although such a 

threat could never be entirely ruled out. The primary threat was described 

as crises, incidents or violations of sovereignty that could involve military 
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force. Further, it was stated that the risk of such threats developing and 

occurring in Sweden’s immediate vicinity had increase (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 1, 46–49). 

Modern conflicts were described as “hybrid” or in the form of “non-linear 

warfare”, characterised by unpredictability and a complex fusion of 

military and non-military tactics aimed at maximising strategic gains. 

Additionally, controlling narratives and shaping public perceptions were 

described as increasingly critical in modern conflict, amplified by new 

techniques of information manipulation (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 34, 42). 

This shift in the character of warfare was partly linked to the West’s earlier 

focus on expeditionary operations, centred on irregular warfare and 

counterinsurgency, which prioritised technological superiority and 

personnel quality over force mass. The policy text argued that, in 

response, adversaries such as Russia and China developed asymmetric 

tactics that later spread to smaller states and non-state actors (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 42–43).  

The defence bill from 2015 identified four primary security threats: 

influence campaigns and information warfare 

threats in the area of cybersecurity 

terrorism, weapons of mass destruction.81 All of these are characterised by 

antagonistic intent and were described as aimed at undermining state 

sovereignty and constraining freedom of action. Furthermore, these 

threats were stated as often operating in the grey zone between peace and 

war, requiring unconventional responses (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 40-42, 

51-53, 108–110).82 

It was again argued that armed attacks should no longer be understood 

solely as military confrontations between states; large-scale cyberattacks 

or terrorism causing significant physical damage could also be classified 

as armed attacks (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 40–42, 51–53, 108–110). 

The analysis also shows that, despite the significant return to traditional 

military threats, Sweden’s defence policy continued to be shaped by a 

broad understanding of security challenges. Risks, disasters and crises 

that did not directly threaten national sovereignty or territorial integrity 

                                                           
81 Swedish: påverkanskampanjer 
82 Similarly, in the 2020 bill particular focus thematical security threats identified as hybrid threats, 

cybersecurity, weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, and climate change (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 58-

68). 
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were still considered relevant to security policy (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 

20; Ds 2013:33, p. 215). 

Climate change, in particular, was increasingly articulated as having 

profound security implications across levels, from the global to the 

individual. The 2014/15 bill described it as a direct threat to fundamental 

living conditions, economic stability and public health in many regions, 

and as a military-security issue with the potential to erode state capacity 

in weaker states and heighten interstate tensions (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, 

pp. 21, 47). The 2020 bill sharpened this emphasis, holding that 

competition over natural resources and the migration flows it generates 

were likely to exacerbate ongoing conflicts and increase the risk of new 

ones (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 67).  

Changes in the climate can also affect the dynamics between states. 

Climate change means that more people in vulnerable areas may be 

forced to migrate to neighbouring countries, which in turn can 

create tensions and, in the long term, lead to violent riots or armed 

conflict. (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 67) 

In 2024, climate change was explicitly articulated as both a threat in its 

own right and a conflict multiplier, fuelling instability, hunger, conflict, 

migration and rising tensions within and between states. The bill also 

warned that states may adopt far-reaching, nationally protective 

measures with serious spillover effects for others, and assessed that 

climate-driven risks are increasing globally and in Europe (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 20). The bill stated the following: 

The connection between climate and security is clear. Climate 

change poses a threat in itself, increasing international tensions and 

instability, while also deepening existing conflicts. (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 20) 

For Sweden, the Arctic was singled out as particularly exposed and 

strategically significant. Earlier analyses had already highlighted that 

climate-induced ice melt carries major geostrategic implications and risks 

for regional security (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 31–32). A warmer climate 

and receding sea ice are assessed to heighten tensions in the region, where 

Russia and, increasingly, China and the United States, are expanding their 

military presence to secure strategic interests (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 20). 
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In the two most recent long-term defence bills (2020; 2024), the threat 

analysis increasingly underscored military threats to Sweden and 

emphasised the country’s critical geostrategic position and its 

implications for national security. The analysis also shows that Sweden’s 

close integration into defence and security cooperation with the Nordic 

countries, the EU and NATO was described as making the country more 

exposed to a potential major conflict. Such a conflict was described as 

potentially involving Sweden, either as a direct target or as part of a 

broader strategy to prevent Swedish assistance to others. It could involve 

attempts to seize Swedish territory or deny access to other strategic actors. 

The bills stressed that Russia continued to modernise its armed forces, 

investing in advanced weapon systems, nuclear and strategic deterrent 

capabilities, and cyber warfare, while leveraging military power to exert 

geopolitical influence (e.g., Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 67–68; Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, pp. 9, 15–27). As the 2020 bill stated: 

The security situation in Sweden’s neighbouring areas and in 

Europe has deteriorated over time. An armed attack on Sweden 

cannot be ruled out. Nor can it be ruled out that military force, or 

the threat of such force, may be used against Sweden. Sweden will 

inevitably be affected if a security crisis or armed conflict arises in 

its neighbouring region. (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 26) 

In 2024, the perceived severity of the security situation was further 

underscored. The long-term defence bill was described as being presented 

amid an ongoing war in Europe that had cast the world into a pivotal 

moment (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 14–15). The policy sharpened its focus 

on military and other adversarial threats in the international environment. 

It assessed that authoritarian states were challenging the rules-based 

international order and that the security landscape was increasingly 

defined by a hardening geopolitical contest spanning more domains of 

society, with states deploying a wide repertoire of instruments to pursue 

their security objectives. 

Overall, both globally and in Sweden’s immediate region, the situation 

was characterised as unstable and unpredictable, with a broader and more 

complex threat picture and growing risks to Swedish interests and 

security. Threats were articulated as including cyberattacks, malign 

information influence, unlawful intelligence gathering, terrorism and 

sabotage, attacks on critical societal functions, and the exploitation of 

economic dependencies. Activities by foreign powers, terrorists and 
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violent extremists were assessed as overlapping and mutually 

compounding (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 15–34). 

Taken together, the analysis shows how Russia’s aggression marked a 

decisive turning point in the articulation of threats, with traditional 

military dangers returning to the centre of Sweden’s security discourse. 

At the same time, the broad agenda of non-conventional challenges, 

including terrorism, cyberattacks, hybrid warfare and climate change, 

remained integral to the threat landscape, producing a complex layering 

of antagonistic and non-antagonistic risks. This also illustrates how 

hierarchies of threats were reconfigured rather than replaced, as military 

threats regained prominence while other issues continued to be 

articulated as legitimate concerns for national security. 

Security referent objects  

In this dimension, the period saw a recalibration of security priorities, 

marked by a renewed focus on traditional national security. The principal 

articulation of the security referent objects in the 2015 long-term defence 

bill did not, however, change relative to the previous period. As the bill 

stated:  

The goals for our security remain. These goals are to protect the 

population's life and health, safeguard the functionality of society 

and defend our ability to uphold our fundamental values such as 

democracy, the rule of law, and human rights and freedoms.83 (Gov. 

Bill 2014/15:109, p. 7)  

Despite this rhetorical continuity, the analysis shows heightened urgency 

surrounding sovereign control, freedom of action vis-à-vis external 

pressures, and the protection of national interests. The bill emphasised 

that the ultimate aim of Sweden’s security policy was to guarantee the 

country’s political independence and autonomy. Importantly, sovereignty 

and territorial integrity were cast as prerequisites for achieving broader 

security objectives (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 7). This shift was 

encapsulated in the inclusion of the following sentence in the statement of 

security objectives:   

We must be able to protect our sovereignty, Swedish rights and 

interests, our fundamental values, and safeguard Swedish freedom 

                                                           
83 Swedish: Landets oberoende och självständighet. 
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of action against political, military or other pressures (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, p. 7). 

The policy text emphasised that Sweden’s fundamental values and 

interests must be protected both domestically and abroad. These interests 

were described as follows: 

Fundamental interests include maintaining and securing Sweden’s 

prosperity, safety and security. A world order based on 

international law, aimed at achieving peace, freedom and 

reconciliation, as well as a stable and predictable surrounding 

region, constitutes Swedish interests. Sweden also seeks to maintain 

and secure its supply chains, trade, and bilateral and multilateral 

relations and institutions. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 20) 

In the defence bill from 2020, the core objectives of Sweden’s defence and 

security policy remained consistent. It was again underlined in the bill 

that: 

Sweden’s security policy is intended to guarantee the country’s 

independence and autonomy, safeguard our sovereignty, Sweden’s 

interests, and our fundamental values, and preserve freedom of 

action in the face of political, military or other pressure. (Gov. Bill 

2020/21:30, pp. 67-68) 

In the 2024 bill, however, the formulation of the referent objects changed 

character. For the first time, they were initially outlined in the 

Government’s National Security Strategy (Skr. 2023/24:163).84 

Furthermore, the referent objects were presented as a comprehensive list 

of national security interests:   

Sweden’s vital national security interests are to safeguard Sweden’s 

security, democratic system of government, freedom, 

independence, sovereignty and freedom of action; to protect the 

population’s life and health; to defend Sweden and its allies against 

armed attack and uphold territorial integrity; to maintain security 

of supply and societal functionality; and to uphold fundamental 

values such as democracy, the rule of law, and human rights and 

                                                           
84 On 8 July 2024, a new National Security Strategy (Skr. 2023/24:163) was adopted. It took the form of a 

regeringsskrivelse, a communication from the government to the Riksdag on its view of a particular issue 

or on how it has worked or plans to work within a specific policy area, and does not include a proposal 

for a parliamentary decision. The first National Security Strategy was presented in 2017. 
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freedoms. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 54; See also Skr. 2023/24:163, pp. 

6–7) 

During this period, the Swedish Armed Forces’ role in protecting 

sovereign rights and safeguarding national interests, both within Swedish 

territory and beyond, was increasingly emphasised in the policy texts. In 

2014, following recommendations from the Defence Commission (Ds 

2014:20), the Swedish Armed Forces’  tasks were reformulated to explicitly 

include the protection of Sweden’s freedom of action from political, 

military or other forms of external pressure. It was stated in the defence 

bill that the objective of military defence should be 

to on its own and together with others, within and outside the 

country, defend Sweden and promote our security.  This shall be 

done by:  

• asserting Swedish sovereignty, protecting sovereign rights 

and our national interests 

• preventing and managing conflicts and wars 

• protecting Sweden's freedom of action from political, 

military or other types of pressure and, if required, 

defending Sweden against incidents and armed aggression  

• protecting the society and its functionality by supporting 

civil authorities. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 52) 

With the 2020 defence bill (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, Bet. 2020/21:FöU4, Rskr. 

2020/21:136) reflecting the general reorientation, the terminology shifted 

from objectives for military defence to objectives for Total Defence. 

The goals were similarly formulated as in the previous bill, with two 

noticeable differences. The first objective for Total Defence is now 

explicitly stated to be to defend Sweden against armed attacks. In 

addition, it is for the first time since the defence decision of 2001 stated 

that the defence should have the capacity to support the protection of 

society both in peace and during heightened preparedness: 

• Defend Sweden against armed attacks, 

• Uphold Sweden's territorial integrity and safeguard 

sovereign rights and national interests within Sweden and 

outside its territory in accordance with international law, 

• Promote our security and prevent and manage conflicts 

and wars by conducting operations on our own territory 

and in the surrounding region during peacetime, as well 
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as participating in international peacekeeping missions, 

and 

• Protect society and its functionality by assisting the wider 

society with existing capabilities and resources, both in 

peace and during heightened preparedness. (Gov. Bill 

2020/21:30, p. 87) 

In 2024, in defence policy, particular importance was placed on the ability, 

through the use of armed force, to defend Sweden and its allies against 

armed attack and uphold territorial integrity, as well as on maintaining 

security of supply and societal functionality (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 54; 

see also Skr. 2023/24:163, pp. 6–7). The listed tasks for military defence 

remained the same, except that a new goal was added reflecting NATO 

membership. It was stated that military defence should have the capability 

to 

 Within the framework of NATO’s collective defence and other 

duties, fulfil Sweden’s commitments as a NATO member. (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 60) 

With the 2015 defence bill, specific objectives for civil defence were 

defined for the first time since 2004. The bill stated that the objectives of 

civil defence should be to 

• protect the civilian population, 

• ensure the most important societal functions and, 

• contribute to the Swedish Armed Forces capacity during 

an armed attack or war in the surrounding world. (Gov. 

Bill 2014/15:109, p. 59; English summary, pp. 6–7) 

The formulation of civil defence thus signalled a return to a traditional 

national defence approach. All civil defence tasks were related to a 

national defence scenario, and the primary role of civil defence was 

emphasised as supporting the SAF in protecting the state against military 

threats. The bill further underlined that rebuilding civil defence should 

initially prioritise its contribution to strengthening the SAF’s operational 

capacity (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 59–60). 

In 2020, the government proposed adding three new goals for civil 

defence. It was therefore stated that the objective for civil defence should 

be to maintain the capability to 

• safeguard the civilian population; 

• ensure the most essential societal functions; 
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• maintain essential supply; 

• contribute to the military defence’s capability in the event 

of an armed attack or war in our surrounding region; 

• sustain society’s resilience to external pressures and help 

strengthen the will to defend; 

• help strengthen society’s ability to prevent and manage 

severe strains on society in peacetime; and 

• with available resources, contribute to the capability to 

participate in international peace-support and 

humanitarian operations. (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 89) 

In 2024, the goals for civil defence largely remained unchanged. However, 

NATO membership was clearly reflected in a reformulation of the 

objective concerning support to the SAF in armed-attack or wartime 

situation, stating that Sweden shall 

Contribute to the military defence's capabilities within the 

framework of NATO's collective defence and other tasks. (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 62) 

As part of rebuilding Total Defence, policymakers also moved to 

strengthen psychological defence. This was cast as a crucial response to 

renewed external pressures and evolving methods of influence. In 2014, it 

was stated that psychological defence should focus, as far as possible, on 

maintaining an open, democratic society with freedom of expression and 

free, independent media in peacetime, at heightened readiness and 

ultimately in war (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 10, 108–110). 

The analysis further shows that policy text increasingly foregrounded the 

roles of civil and psychological defence in contributing to national defence 

capacity by cultivating the population’s spirit of resistance and 

willingness to participate in defence. As seen above, strengthening the 

will to defend was in 2020 added to the objectives for civil defence. 

Authorities described both the physical protection of civilians—ensuring 

food and drinking water and shielding people and property—and the 

safeguarding of fundamental values as critical. The capacity to deliver on 

these tasks was described as directly tied to sustaining the population’s 

will to defend and strengthening societal resilience. Together, these were 

seen as essential to withstanding and countering pressure from potential 

adversaries (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 10, 108–110; Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 

89; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 62–63, 109, 119, 135, 138; Ds 2023:34, p. 239). 
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Further, the policy increasingly positioned Sweden’s security as 

embedded in collective security. In 2014, solidarity with other EU 

members and the Nordic countries was foregrounded and articulated as 

a key referent for Sweden’s security policy (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 7, pp. 

20–21): 

Security is built through solidarity with others. Swedish security 

policy, within the framework of our security objectives, aims to 

prevent war and the emergence of threats to Swedish, Nordic and 

European security. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 7) 

By 2024—after NATO accession—this solidarity was integrated into 

alliance policy: 

Sweden should pursue a solidarity-based alliance policy, aimed at 

strengthening security and stability in our neighbouring area, as 

well as in the entire Euro-Atlantic area. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 55) 

The 2014/15 bill also cast Sweden’s EU and United Nations memberships 

as commitments to advancing broader, human-security–oriented 

objectives. It stated the following: 

When fundamental values such as democracy or human rights are 

violated or when society's functionality collapses as a consequence 

of, for example, armed conflict, this is a concern for the international 

community. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 48) 

In the policy text it was argued that Sweden’s contributions to 

international civilian and military crisis-management operations should 

be understood in this context. It was emphasised that Sweden should 

continue its active participation in missions under the UN, EU, NATO and 

the OSCE. Such missions were described as a way to enhance security, 

promote global peace, prevent conflict, and create conditions for 

sustainable poverty reduction and democratic development. In addition, 

this was presented as serving to demonstrate solidarity and deepen 

cooperation with countries and organisations vital to security in Sweden’s 

neighbourhood (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 7, 46–49). 

In 2024, it was reaffirmed that, as a member of NATO, the EU, the UN, the 

OSCE and the Council of Europe, Sweden should defend the rules-based 

international order and the European security order, as well as 

democracy, freedom, human rights and gender equality, and should work 

to implement the UN Security Council’s Women, Peace and Security 
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resolutions through both national and international efforts (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 56). 

Taken together, the analysis shows that sovereignty, territorial integrity 

and national independence were re-emphasised as core referent objects, 

while the protection of the population, societal functionality and 

fundamental values remained integral parts of the security agenda. Civil 

and psychological defence were increasingly articulated as essential to 

sustaining the will to defend, linking societal protection directly to 

military resilience. Beyond the national frame, European solidarity, 

NATO commitments and global human security were presented as 

parallel referents, framed both as principles in their own right and as 

extensions of Sweden’s national interests. This reflects a comprehensive 

but layered articulation in which the primacy of the state was reaffirmed 

even as security was tied to collective and normative commitments. 

How to achieve and uphold security  

The return to a more traditional approach to national defence was evident 

during this period. As we have seen, since the end of the Cold War, 

Sweden’s defence strategy increasingly emphasised international 

engagement, grounded in the argument that national defence begins 

abroad. In 2014, however, it was decided that the main priority of 

Sweden’s security and defence policy was to rapidly enhance national 

warfighting capability and to rebuild a robust Total Defence. The strategy, 

much like during the Cold War, was aimed at creating a credible threshold 

to deter potential aggression. Additionally, Sweden’s military capacity 

and its ability to defend the nation were once again described as a way of 

promoting peace in the region (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 1, 8, 23–24, 42, 

47, 49–50, 55, 64, 66, 113). 

In contrast to Sweden’s traditional security doctrine, the approach was 

however not an independent security strategy. Threats to peace and 

Sweden’s security were still argued to be best averted in community and 

through cooperation with other countries. It was thus emphasised that 

security continued to be built on EU and Nordic solidarity. Sweden’s 

international alliances were further described as an integral element of the 

deterrence strategy, demonstrating that Sweden would not face threats 

and security challenges alone, thereby further raising the threshold for 

potential military action and conflict (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 1, 8, 20, 

23–24, 42, 47, 49–50, 55, 64, 66, 113). 
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There was, however, an increased emphasis on international cooperation 

in the immediate vicinity. It was stressed that international cooperation 

must align with Sweden’s security needs and interests (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, p. 64). Geopolitical developments were described as 

necessitating strengthening and deepening bilateral and multilateral 

defence and security cooperation within the Nordic region and with the 

Baltic states (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 20–21, 23, 46–49). Cooperation with 

the Nordic countries was described as having few limitations (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, p. 23), and especially cooperation with Finland should aim 

towards joint action to protect territorial integrity and uphold the right to 

self-defence (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 1–2, 8, 24, 49; Gov. Bill 2019/20:110). 

Both the 2014 and 2020 long-term defence bills reaffirmed Sweden’s policy 

of military non-alignment (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 20; Gov. Bill 

2020/21:30, p. 27). In parallel, cooperation with NATO deepened markedly 

in the years leading up to full membership. 

In 2014, NATO introduced the Enhanced Opportunities Program (EOP), a 

new form of tailored cooperation with its closest partners. The priorities 

for the NATO–Sweden programme focused on Baltic Sea security, 

including the establishment of a permanent Swedish military presence on 

the island of Gotland (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 8–9). In 2016, Sweden 

signed a Host Nation Support Agreement (HNSA) with NATO. The 

agreement allowed NATO forces to operate on Swedish territory for 

exercises, crisis response or military operations, but only with Sweden’s 

invitation and in accordance with national sovereignty (Gov. Bill 

2015/16:152; Bet. 2015/16:UFöU4). In the policy text, the importance of 

improving the conditions for providing and receiving military support 

from other countries was underscored, and sufficient interoperability in 

joint operations described as crucial. The Host Nation Support Agreement 

with NATO was argued as a key component of this effort (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, p. 65). 

The 2020 defence bill articulated a commitment to further develop 

Sweden’s partnership with NATO, presenting the collaboration as a 

means to enhance Sweden’s military capabilities and to contribute to both 

civilian and military crisis-management operations (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, 

p. 70).  

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, the 

prospect of Sweden joining NATO quickly gained momentum, 
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accompanied by a sharp increase in public support for Swedish NATO 

membership (Ydén et al., 2023). Public opinion had already been 

gradually shifting in favour of NATO membership, with support first 

surpassing opposition in 2015 (Berndtsson et al., 2019). On 16 May 2022, 

after a pivotal change in position by the Social Democratic Party, the 

Swedish government, backed by a broad majority in the Riksdag, 

submitted a joint application for NATO membership alongside Finland. 

In March 2024, Sweden became a full member of NATO. 

In the long-term defence bill from 2024, it was argued that Sweden’s 

defence capabilities had improved as a result of NATO membership: 

Overall, the threat against Sweden has increased, but at the same 

time, Sweden now has the opportunity for collective defence as a 

NATO ally. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 15) 

Shaped by Sweden’s NATO membership, the new security strategy was 

described as follows:  

Sweden will continue to build security together with others, in 

solidarity as a member of NATO and the EU. Sweden will pursue a 

solidarity-based alliance policy aimed at strengthening security and 

stability in our immediate region as well as throughout the Euro-

Atlantic area. The collective defence commitment within NATO is a 

central part of Swedish security and defence policy. (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 54) 

It was also stated that the collective defence approach would entail 

Sweden increasingly undertaking tasks beyond its own borders in the 

defence of allied territories, and conversely, that Sweden’s defence would 

also be conducted through operations in other NATO countries (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, pp. 91–92).  

The shift in the security approach during this period also came with a 

significant reorganisation of the defence structure as Sweden transitioned 

from an operational force to a “modernised” Total Defence (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 9, 50). For approximately 15 years, systematic planning 

and active preparations for heightened alert and war had not been 

prioritised, as such measures had been argued as unnecessary. Instead, 

the focus had shifted towards peacetime operations, primarily conducted 

abroad. In the policy text it was stated that while Sweden now had strong 

capacity for international operations, its former national territorial 

defence capability was significantly reduced and showed concerning 
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limitations. Given the contemporary security challenges, this situation 

was argued to require urgent reforms.  

While Sweden was expected to maintain its active engagement in 

international operations (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, p. 8), it was emphasised 

that the primary rationale for military capacity was the defence of the 

country. For the first time since the end of the Cold War, the ambition 

regarding international operations was reduced, with significant 

resources reallocated to strengthen national defence capabilities (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 2, 57–58, 60, 66; Ds 2014:20). The re-establishment of both 

civil and psychological defence was considered essential (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 51–53, 104–110). Particular emphasis was placed on the 

development of cyber defence capabilities and the strengthening of 

Sweden’s Defence Intelligence (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 111–113; see also 

Ds 2014:20). 

Sweden also undertook a comprehensive reorganisation of its armed 

forces to strengthen warfighting capability and improve the ability to 

manage armed attacks and prolonged crises. The reforms aimed to ensure 

high readiness across all military units, maintain operational 

preparedness during peacetime and enable a rapid transition to a 

heightened state of alert when required (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 63–110; 

Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 84). It also included the establishment of new 

combat units designed to enhance national territorial defence, while also 

allowing for deployment abroad in support of NATO-led collective 

defence operations (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 102–103, 112; Ds 2024:6). 

The Home Guard remained organised into 40 battalions, now comprising 

modern combat units that accounted for nearly half of the Swedish Armed 

Forces’ wartime strength. This positioned the Home Guard as a critical 

land component and an integral part of Sweden’s national defence. 

During this period, the Home Guard’s role within the territorial defence 

organisation, as well as in its overall strengthening, was further 

emphasised. Key responsibilities included supporting mobilisation 

efforts, protecting and monitoring military assets and safeguarding 

critical societal functions. Plans for the continued development of the 

Home Guard remained ongoing, involving substantial upgrades to 

equipment and improvements in operational readiness (Gov. Bill 

2014/15:109, pp. 67–72; Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 106–107; Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, pp. 88–89). 
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Another key turning point in this period was the break with the long-

standing trajectory of declining defence budgets, signalling a renewed 

political and strategic prioritisation of military investment. After years of 

reduced spending, falling to approximately 1% of GDP, this trend was 

decisively reversed with the 2015 long-term defence bill, which 

introduced the first significant budget increase in over two decades (Gov. 

Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 50, 58, 61–62; SIPRI, 2026). This shift reflected a 

broader recalibration of defence policy and a focus on rebuilding national 

military capabilities. Subsequent defence bills accelerated this upward 

trajectory. Following NATO membership in 2024, defence spending was 

not only set to meet the alliance’s 2% of GDP benchmark but was projected 

to reach 2.6% by 2028, representing an unprecedented expansion in the 

post–Cold War era (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 160–161). 

In terms of the Armed Forces’ role in supporting societal security during 

peacetime versus society’s broader support for national defence, the 

policy focus during this period once again shifted clearly towards the 

latter. As articulated in the 2024 long-term defence bill: 

the development of Total Defence is given great importance when 

making trade-offs and setting priorities among various societal 

interests. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 10) 

Internal crisis management and military defence were increasingly treated 

as two distinct policy domains, each primarily addressed through 

separate legislative frameworks. Within the broader security policy 

context, emphasis was placed on coordinated planning, joint exercises and 

cross-sectoral resource-sharing to enhance national preparedness and 

overall capacity for both military threats and civilian crises. As discussed 

above, security and defence policy also reintroduced the objective that 

Total Defence should be able to support the protection of society in 

peacetime, albeit within the limits of available capacity and resources, as 

was the case in earlier policy cycles (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 7–8, 20, 60). 

The Home Guard, in particular, was consistently highlighted as a key 

actor in peacetime crisis management (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 9–10, 67–

72, 76; Dir. 2013:94; Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 106–107; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, 

pp. 88–89). 

Nonetheless, the central policy focus was on rebuilding Total Defence as 

a whole-of-society approach. The analysis shows that there was an 

increasing emphasis on defence as a collective effort and that the Armed 
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Forces required extensive backing from the entire society to withstand and 

mitigate the consequences of war. 

The Voluntary Defence Organisations were reoriented back to their 

traditional role within the Total Defence framework. As discussed in 

previous chapters, since the end of the Cold War, their assignments and 

funding had increasingly been redirected towards societal preparedness 

and peacetime crisis management. In the current policy period, however, 

this trend was reversed. It was now explicitly stated that their core tasks 

should focus on contributing to personnel needs by providing specialist 

competencies across both military and civil defence domains, including 

healthcare, transportation and logistics, firefighting, civil protection, cyber 

defence and communications infrastructure. Furthermore, it was argued 

that long-term and sufficient financial resources would be required to 

sustain these expanded responsibilities, and proposals for increased 

funding were put forward (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 114–115; Gov. Bill 

2020/21:30, pp. 133–134, 156–157; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 155–157). 

The traditional discourse on the need to anchor national defence within 

the population re-emerged during this period. It emphasised not only the 

importance of broad societal support, but also the expectation that 

individuals take responsibility and actively participate in national defence 

efforts (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 9–11, 87–88, 114–115; Regeringskansliet, 

2015). 

Public anchoring was described as requiring that citizens, beyond their 

everyday professional responsibilities, take an interest in and directly 

engage with the activities of Total Defence: 

Public anchoring also requires that people, in addition to their 

regular employment, take an interest in and directly engage in the 

activities of Total Defence. (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 156) 

The centrality of security within the broader social contract between the 

state and its citizens was also explicitly underlined as follows: 

Internal and external security are two of the core tasks of the state. 

The work of safeguarding Sweden’s security is therefore a 

responsibility for the entire society. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 54) 

As in the early part of the investigated period, the link between popular 

anchoring, willingness to defend the country and the collective strength 

of the defence system was once again emphasised. Defence willingness 
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(försvarsvilja) was described as a fundamental prerequisite for a robust 

Total Defence and essential to establishing a credible deterrent: 

The entire Swedish society has a role to play in Total Defence. The 

popular anchoring of Total Defence is crucial for defence will and, 

ultimately, for Sweden’s defence capability. … The Armed Forces 

need extensive support from the whole of society to fulfil their 

mission of defending the nation. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 87–88) 

As in previous periods, the Home Guard was consistently emphasised as 

essential to anchoring defence within the population, fostering civic 

engagement, public support for the Armed Forces and a broader 

willingness to defend the nation (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 67–72; Gov. 

Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 106–107; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 88–89). Similarly, the 

Voluntary Defence Organisations were described as vital to public 

anchoring. Their traditional roles in disseminating information, fostering 

individual preparedness and engaging youth through defence education 

were again emphasised as necessary for cultivating interest and 

participation in Total Defence (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 114–115; Gov. Bill 

2020/21:30, pp. 133–134, 156–157; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 155–157). 

The analysis also shows that, during this period, political authorities 

increasingly expressed concern about the robustness of the population’s 

will to defend the country. In light of the rapidly deteriorating security 

environment, strengthening defence willingness became a declared policy 

priority. This shift prompted extensive discussions about the underlying 

conditions that shape defence willingness and how it could be promoted 

and sustained (Ds 2019:8, p. 117; Ds 2023:34:6, pp. 38, 239–240; Gov. Bill 

2020/21:30, p. 89; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 59, 62–63, 119). 

In the policy text, the population’s willingness to defend the country was 

described as contingent on the perception that key values were under 

threat, that one’s contribution would be meaningful and that individuals 

possessed the courage and readiness to make personal sacrifices: 

A strong will to defend grows from the understanding of what is 

being defended, the value of one's own contribution, and the 

courage and ability to carry out that contribution even when it 

involves personal risks and the adversary seems overwhelming. (Ds 

2023:34, p. 243) 

Fostering a sense of belonging and encouraging active participation in 

society were also emphasised as essential to sustaining the population’s 
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will to defend. Within this framework, civil society was portrayed as a key 

component of the Total Defence system—promoting dialogue, facilitating 

collaboration, and reinforcing trust and social cohesion. These elements 

were presented as critical to societal resilience and to the collective resolve 

underpinning Total Defence (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 144; Ds 2023:34, p. 

239). 

The will to defend was also linked to the functioning of society and the 

benefits afforded by the state. A well-functioning economy, access to 

public services, and stability were portrayed as key enablers of public 

morale in the face of crisis: 

A functioning business sector, trade with the outside world and 

financial stability contribute to maintaining societal functionality at 

the highest possible level. A society that can offer this also 

strengthens the population’s will to defend during heightened alert 

and, ultimately, in times of war. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 121) 

It was asserted that, in order to maintain the population’s resilience, 

resistance and willingness to defend the country, the state must be able to 

protect lives and health and ensure the provision of essential public goods 

and services during peacetime. It was also considered essential that 

citizens trusted the state’s ability to maintain this capacity during periods 

of heightened alert and war. 

This responsibility was described as extending beyond physical 

capabilities. Citizens’ psychological needs, existential concerns, the 

protection of cultural heritage and the nurturing of hope and societal 

cohesion were all identified as vital components in fostering the will to 

defend the country (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 59, 62–63, 114–119). For 

example: 

Maintaining mental resilience and a sense of meaning and cohesion 

are, in themselves, foundational components of the will to defend. 

(Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 142) 

This emphasis on psychological strength was further connected to the role 

of culture in preserving a sense of normalcy and cohesion during wartime: 

A vibrant and independent cultural life is fundamental to a 

democratic society and contributes to maintaining a sense of 

normalcy in daily life during times of war, enhancing resilience and 

promoting the will to defend. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 142) 
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The discussion around defence willingness thus highlighted the 

importance of morale in the face of wartime challenges—not only in terms 

of addressing material needs, but also by supporting psychological 

resilience and preserving the social fabric underpinning national unity (Ds 

2019:8, p. 117; Ds 2023:34, pp. 38, 239–240; Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 89; Gov. 

Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 59, 62–63, 119). 

Moreover, defence willingness was framed not only as the readiness to 

defend the country, but also as the population’s capacity to defend itself 

(Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 114–115; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 62–63). The 

policy texts emphasised that, in the event of a military crisis, citizens must 

be prepared to accept significant reductions in public services and living 

standards (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 58–59, 118; Ds 2023:34, p. 243). A 

strong will to defend was therefore understood to require not only 

individual motivation but also the ability to withstand the practical 

consequences of war. Citizens’ knowledge and practical preparedness 

were consistently highlighted as essential to sustaining this will. 

In this context, individual responsibility was increasingly emphasised as 

a critical component of national defence. Citizens were urged to actively 

prepare for wartime conditions by building the resilience required to be 

self-sufficient and to endure the hardships associated with heightened 

alert or armed conflict (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 58–59, 118; Ds 2023:34, p. 

243).85 

Taken together, the articulation of how to achieve and uphold security in 

this period centred on rebuilding a robust and modernised Total Defence, 

decisively redefined by Sweden’s accession to NATO and its anchoring in 

the alliance’s collective defence guarantees. The defence concept was 

defined by deterrence through territorial resilience combined with 

solidarity-based international cooperation, particularly within NATO, the 

EU and Nordic frameworks. The organisation of the armed forces 

reflected this orientation: Sweden shifted from an operational, 

expeditionary force to a national structure designed for high readiness, 

sustained warfighting capability and integration into NATO’s collective 

defence, supported by unprecedented increases in defence spending. 

Finally, while Total Defence was expected to support civilian authorities 

in peacetime, the core focus lay on national defence as a collective 

                                                           
85 This included taking responsibility for personal preparedness (hemberedskap), individual readiness 

(egenberedskap) and self-protection (självskydd) (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 58–59, 118; Ds 2023:34, p. 243). 



242 

 

responsibility dependent on the active participation and preparedness of 

the whole society. In sum, security was understood as a collective 

endeavour, achieved through the dual commitment of a strengthened 

state-led Total Defence and a population whose willingness and capacity 

to defend were constructed as prerequisites for national survival. 

Legitimating the soldiering of the armed forces 

During this period, the rearticulation of security—marked by a 

pronounced emphasis on resurfacing military threats and the demand for 

national defence—served as the rationale for the decision to introduce a 

new hybrid staffing model. Conscription was reactivated and a selective 

intake combined with a military duty applicable to both men and women. 

A rapid increase in enlistment under duty followed, alongside the 

continued employment of continuously and intermittently serving non-

commissioned officers, soldiers and sailors. Additionally, the obligations 

associated with military duty were expanded in terms of both training and 

service, within the framework of Sweden’s international military 

cooperation, particularly in relation to NATO membership. 

These reforms significantly altered the expectations of citizens under the 

security contract, reshaping the balance between obligation and choice. 

The following sections explore the key reforms that were proposed and 

dismissed in the evolution of soldiering policy during this period, and 

how these governing choices were explained and supported within policy 

texts. Particular attention is paid to the normative justifications 

underlying legitimation practices, as well as to how tensions or trade-offs 

between competing norms, values and principles were articulated and 

managed. 

Legitimating the first steps of the reactivation of conscription 

By the time the long-term defence decision was presented in 2015, it was 

evident that voluntary recruitment was falling short of expectations. Since 

the introduction of the volunteer system, discussions had been ongoing 

about how to create an incentive structure that could attract and retain 

personnel without being perceived as excessively costly (Dir. 2013:94; Bet. 

2012/13:FöU7; SOU 2014:73). However, despite these efforts, a fully 

functional system had not been achieved. Between 2011 and 2015, the 

number of volunteers beginning basic military training had only met 

around 60% of the Swedish Armed Forces’ requirements. Additionally, a 

significant number of recruits did not complete their basic training, and 
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many employed service members left the service earlier than anticipated 

(SOU 2016:63, pp. 13–14). While the employment of full-time personnel 

(GSS/K) was relatively successful, intermittently serving personnel 

(GSS/T) presented greater challenges (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 88–89; RiR 

2014:8). 

The first step in the reactivation of conscription came after Russia’s 

occupation of Crimea in 2014, when the government announced that 

refresher training under military duty would be resumed. This decision 

was justified by reference to growing national security demands and the 

AVF’s recruitment challenges. It was explained that the volunteer system 

alone could not yet sufficiently staff the wartime organisation and that, 

during mobilisation, many positions would still be filled by conscripted 

personnel who had been assigned wartime postings under the previous 

system. It was therefore argued that it was necessary to ensure that 

personnel who would be conscripted into the forces during mobilisation 

received up-to-date training (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 88–89; Holm & 

Magnusson, 2014). 

Also in the new defence bill of 2015, it was forecast that the volunteer 

system alone would not be sufficient to staff the wartime organisation in 

the foreseeable future. A new category of personnel was therefore 

formally introduced to account for individuals who, despite the all-

volunteer force, would be conscripted into service if national defence 

required it (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 18, 86–89). 86  

These developments illustrate how the first steps toward reactivating 

conscription were legitimated by combining pragmatic and normative 

reasoning. The recruitment problems of the volunteer system were not 

described as a failure or miscalculation, but as a result of exceptional 

geopolitical circumstances. By referencing both the Russian annexation of 

Crimea and persistent staffing shortfalls, policymakers constructed a dual 

reasoning: one of external threat and one of internal capability gaps. 

Within this narrative, the reintroduction of refresher training and the 

                                                           
86 During the period when Sweden maintained an all-volunteer force (AVF), krigsförbanden (wartime units) 

were staffed by employed full-time personnel—professional officers and GSS/K (gruppbefäl, soldater och 

sjömän, kontinuerligt tjänstgörande)—as well as contracted part-time reserves, including reserve officers and 

GSS/T (tidvis tjänstgörande). Government Bill 2014/15:109 formally introduced the third category: GSS/P 

(plikttjänstgörande), consisting of war-assigned former conscripts or former employees without current 

employment, who are obligated under the Total Defence Duty Act to serve during heightened alert and 

attend refresher training. 
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creation of a new conscripted personnel category were not positioned as 

reversals, but as necessary adaptations to maintain military readiness.  

Legitimating reforms of military training 

Another reform introduced during this period was a restructuring of 

military training. The 2015 long term defence bill suggested a 

reorganisation of the basic military training, primarily justified as a means 

to strengthen national defence capacity. It was proposed that basic 

training should be conducted as a single block lasting 9 to 12 months, or 4 

to 7 months for the Home Guard, prior to employment or other contracted 

service. Previously, recruits were employed after only three months of 

basic training and continued their position-specific training as employees. 

However, it was estimated that approximately nine months of training 

were necessary for individuals to be considered fully prepared for service 

as soldiers and, therefore, eligible for assignment to positions within the 

wartime organisation—an objective that had become increasingly urgent. 

In contrast to the earlier model, the post-reform policy allowed 

individuals who had completed basic training but chose not to continue 

in the Armed Forces to still be assigned wartime roles and mobilised 

under duty if required for national defence. The policy text also 

emphasised that, once employed, labour regulations restricted the 

intensity and flexibility of training compared to what was possible with 

recruits (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 18, 57, 91–92). The new training 

structure was thus legitimated as a more efficient and cost-neutral way to 

align multiple goals: improving military capacity, ensuring personnel 

availability during mobilisation and avoiding significant cost increases. 

For the individuals affected, the reform marked a shift in the meaning and 

experience of military service. Whereas previously military employment 

followed quickly after a brief training period, the restructured model 

introduced a clearer separation between training and employment. This 

meant that recruits could undergo up to a year of intensive military 

training without employment or longer-term guarantees. While this 

enhanced military preparedness and flexibility for the state, it placed 

greater demands on individuals, both in terms of time and uncertainty, 

without the employment benefits or protections previously associated 

with service, reflecting a shift in the balance between state needs and 

individual interests. 
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Legitimating expanded conscription-based training within the 

framework of international military cooperation 

Following a legislative amendment in 2016, the Swedish government was 

authorised to deploy armed forces to participate in international training 

activities conducted within broader frameworks of military cooperation. 

The amendment also expanded the legal scope for conscription-based 

training abroad (Law 2016:647). Notably, this occurred while basic 

training under conscription remained dormant. 

Under the existing legislation, individuals not employed by the Swedish 

Armed Forces must generally consent to participation in military training 

abroad conducted as part of international cooperation. This requirement, 

however, does not apply to conscripts when such training is considered 

necessary preparation for national defence (Gov. Bill 2015/16:122; Law 

1994:588; Law 2016:647).87 The new amendment was justified through a 

redefinition of what national defence required (Gov. Bill 2015/16:122, pp. 

13–16; SOU 2015:1). As with earlier expansions of international training 

mandates, activities conducted abroad were brought within the scope of 

national defence by relating them to Sweden’s evolving international 

commitments. 

Sweden’s commitments under the EU solidarity declaration, Nordic 

defence cooperation, and collaboration with NATO were invoked to 

support the argument that participation in joint international exercises 

was increasingly necessary for Sweden’s defence. This reasoning rested 

on a broader strategic shift: international military cooperation was no 

longer primarily associated with peace-support operations in distant 

theatres, but increasingly with territorial defence, regional deterrence, and 

preparations for defending Sweden itself (Gov. Bill 2015/16:122, pp. 13–

16; SOU 2015:1). The legitimation also drew on considerations of 

international solidarity, military credibility, and interoperability. National 

defence was thus articulated as requiring preparedness through 

multilateral military cooperation (Gov. Bill 2015/16:122; Law 1994:1809, 

chap. 5 para. 3). 

                                                           
87According to Chapter 15, Section 16 of the Constitution of Sweden (RF), the consent of the Riksdag is 

required for Swedish armed forces to be sent abroad, unless the deployment follows from an international 

obligation approved by the Riksdag or is authorised by a law specifying the conditions for the action. 

Previously, the Government only had the authority to send armed forces abroad to participate in training 

for peace-supporting tasks and otherwise had to seek case-by-case approval from the Riksdag. 
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By connecting international military exercises to Sweden’s core defence 

responsibilities, the policy discourse brought such activities within the 

legitimate scope of conscription-based training. The expansion therefore 

did not rest on abandoning the established principle that compulsory 

training had to be justified by the requirements of national defence. 

Rather, it rested on a broader interpretation of what those requirements 

entailed. The underlying rationale remained that conscript training 

should provide the skills and knowledge necessary for national defence 

(Law 1994:1809, chap. 5 §3; Gov. Bill 2015/16:122; SFS 2016:649). 

This rearticulation also helped manage the tension between individual 

consent and autonomy, on the one hand, and the demands of collective 

security, on the other. As the meaning of national defence expanded to 

encompass international military cooperation, so too did the range of 

activities for which compulsory participation could be rendered 

legitimate. The analysis thus shows continuity in the governing principle: 

the national defence mission continued to define the permissible content 

of conscript training. What changed over time was the interpretation of 

which activities could legitimately be understood as serving that mission. 

In this sense, the legal possibility of requiring conscripts to train abroad 

without individual consent was legitimated through continuity in 

principle alongside change in interpretation. 

Legitimating the full reactivation of conscription and introduction of a 

hybrid manpower model  

Conscription was fully reactivated in 2017, primarily justified by the 

demands of national defence. However, signals that this reform was 

forthcoming had already been given in the long-term defence bill of 2015. 

As outlined earlier, the policy text increasingly stressed that an effective 

national defence required broad societal participation, emphasising 

service under duty as a core expression of collective responsibility. The 

analysis also shows that the manner in which the Armed Forces assembled 

personnel was understood to have a direct impact on the broader 

willingness of the population to participate in defence.  

The entire Swedish society has a role to play in Total Defence. The 

popular anchoring of Total Defence is crucial for the population’s 

willingness to defend and, ultimately, for Sweden's defence 

capability. Popular anchoring is primarily achieved through active 

participation and engagement by the population. The staffing of the 

military plays a key role in fostering this engagement and 
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participation among the Swedish population. The Swedish Armed 

Forces require broad support from the entire society in order to 

fulfil its task of defending the nation. (Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 87–

88) 

As discussed above, measures to strengthen the popular anchoring of 

defence were increasingly understood as essential for national defence 

capacity. It was argued that the design of the military manpower system 

should consider not only direct operational effectiveness but also its 

broader societal impact—particularly its role in sustaining public support 

and fostering societal participation. 

Similar to the period immediately following the end of the Cold War, 

recruitment practices were explained not merely as a means of staffing the 

military, but as a mechanism for reinforcing the connection between the 

Armed Forces and the population—a link regarded as essential for 

fostering acceptance of both mandatory service and voluntary 

participation in military and civil defence (Regeringskansliet, 2015, 

Defence Agreement, 17 April 2015, pp. 10–11; Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 9–

11, 114–115; SOU 2014:73). 

A few months after the 2015 long-term defence bill was presented, an 

expert inquiry was commissioned to analyse military staffing and propose 

future improvements. The analysis shows that there were concerns among 

political authorities that repeated and fundamental reforms to the 

manpower system, implemented over a relatively short period, could 

pose a challenge to legitimacy. In the policy text it was emphasised that a 

lasting and robust solution was now necessary—one that would be 

resilient to shifts in the security environment. Furthermore, it was again 

argued that the manpower model should not only ensure military 

efficiency but also contribute to strengthening the public anchoring of 

military defence (Dir. 2015:98, pp. 8, 10; Regeringskansliet, 2015, pp. 10–

11; Gov. Bill 2014/15:109, pp. 2, 89).  

The government’s directive for the inquiry emphasised that the future 

staffing model should remain primarily grounded in voluntarism, while 

simultaneously describing compulsory service as a necessary complement 

to ensure the operational readiness of the wartime organisation (Dir. 

2015:98). The inquiry was therefore tasked with proposing a revised 

model that would establish an “appropriate balance between conscription 
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and voluntarism” (Dir. 2015:98, pp. 1, 10). As the directive stated, the 

inquiry should 

propose a long-term sustainable staffing solution for the military 

defence that continues to be primarily based on voluntarism, but 

where an increased use of Total Defence duty complements 

voluntarism when the needs of the wartime organisation cannot be 

met solely through voluntary recruitment. (Dir. 2015:98, p. 1) 

This hence reflects an understanding of perceptions of legitimacy as 

grounded in a balance between normative commitments to protecting 

individual autonomy and the functional imperatives of collective security. 

By presenting voluntarism as the preferred foundation of military 

staffing, the government reaffirms liberal-democratic values of freedom 

and civic choice. At the same time, compulsory service is positioned as a 

“necessary complement”, revealing a perceived tension between 

voluntarism and security—one in which national security interests are 

ultimately prioritised. 

In 2016, the inquiry delivered its report, A Robust Supply of Personnel for the 

Military Defence (SOU 2016:63). The reasoning and proposals in the report 

formed the basis for the new hybrid manpower model, integrating both 

employed and conscripted personnel, which was introduced in spring 

2017 (Regeringsbeslut 2017-03-02 Fö2016/01252/MFI; SOU 2016:63).  

The report proposed that, to ensure a robust supply of personnel to the 

military defence, conscription should be reactivated in full and all military 

training again take place under duty. As before deactivation, enlistment 

should be partial and adapted to national defence requirements, with the 

selection process prioritising individuals who met the basic physical and 

psychological criteria and, in addition, expressed a willingness to undergo 

training. If the number of eligible, willing individuals was insufficient, 

duty would ensure that the demand for recruits was met. Conscripts who 

completed and passed the 9–12 months of basic military training would 

be assigned a position in the war organisation (SOU 2016:63, pp. 20, 52, 

178).  

The report argued that the legitimacy of the manpower system was 

grounded primarily in its capacity to enable the Swedish Armed Forces to 

fulfil their assigned tasks (SOU 2016:63, p. 52). It was further argued 

that there is a pragmatic majority view that neither obligation nor 

voluntarism are ends in themselves, but rather means to achieve the 
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most sustainable long-term staffing of the military defence. (SOU 

2016:63, p. 52) 

It further asserted that public perceptions of the legitimacy of compulsory 

service depended on its use only when necessary, and on its effective, 

purposeful and fair implementation. The report also described a broad 

political consensus and alignment between the Swedish Armed Forces 

and political leaders as critical sources of legitimacy for the manpower 

model, thereby grounding perceptions of legitimacy in democratic 

deliberation and representation (SOU 2016:63, pp. 20, 52, 178). Taken 

together, the report argued that societal support for soldiering policy was 

most likely to be achieved under specific conditions, as summarised 

below:  

A duty that includes both women and men—where everyone is 

eligible but relatively few are selected, and personal motivation 

plays a significant role—together with broad political support and 

a perceived alignment between the Armed Forces and political 

leadership, has the best chance of gaining understanding and 

anchoring in society. (SOU 2016:63, p. 178) 

The quote above captures the legitimation logic underpinning the design 

of Sweden’s new manpower model.  

When the government reactivated conscription with selective enlistment 

and introduced a new hybrid manpower model in March 2017, the 

primary justification centred on the need to safeguard national defence 

capacity amid a deteriorating security environment. This rationale was 

reinforced by the argument that voluntary recruitment alone had proven 

insufficient to meet the personnel requirements of the wartime 

organisation. The new approach was described as the realisation of the 

robust yet flexible staffing model that had been called for by a political 

majority as part of the broader reassessment of Sweden’s defence strategy 

(Regeringskansliet, 2015). Moreover, the new model was legitimated as 

consistent with constitutional principles, particularly the requirement for 

proportionality between national defence imperatives and the protection 

of individual rights. In this way, the reintroduction of conscription was 

justified as a necessary response to evolving security demands, while 

simultaneously positioned as a normatively acceptable policy within the 

bounds of democratic legitimacy (Regeringsbeslut 2017-03-02; 

Fö2016/01252/MFI). 
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In the new manpower model, all basic military training would be 

conducted under duty, and a substantial share of positions in the Armed 

Forces’ wartime organisation would be staffed by conscripts. After being 

dormant for seven years, conscription was reintroduced into a societal 

context in which younger cohorts had come of age without any 

expectation of compulsory military service. The analysis suggests that 

political authorities were concerned about public perceptions of the 

legitimacy of conscription, particularly perceptions of unfairness arising 

from the selective nature of the draft. To mitigate such concerns, the policy 

text emphasised the introduction of gender-neutral conscription as a 

means to promote fairness and equality. This can be interpreted as an 

attempt to align the policy with prevailing civic norms, thereby 

reinforcing its contemporary relevance and normative legitimacy.  

In addition, the selective and motivation-based nature of the system was 

highlighted as a means of mitigating its coercive dimensions. It was 

emphasised that the vast majority of positions would be filled by 

individuals who expressed a willingness to serve.88 The legitimation 

positioned individual motivation as a normative counterbalance to state 

coercion, portraying the renewed application of conscription as a targeted 

mechanism that respected personal autonomy and ensured that coercive 

measures were minimised and exercised only when necessary. This 

illustrates how the discourse reconciled the tension between autonomy 

and collective security by presenting any infringement on individual 

freedom as necessary, proportionate and normatively justified.  

The combination of gender-neutrality, selective intake and motivational 

criteria served to legitimate conscription as fair, proportionate and 

democratically legitimate. This approach balanced military necessity with 

civic values by minimising the risk of enlisting individuals against their 

will while ensuring that any residual risk was distributed fairly and 

equally across the eligible cohort (SOU 2016:63, pp. 20, 52, 129, 197; 

Regeringsbeslut 2017-03-02 Fö2016/01252/MFI; Holm, 2017). 

                                                           
88 All Swedish citizens are required to complete an enlistment form in the year they turn 18. This form 

collects basic personal information, such as education level and health status, and also asks about 

individuals’ attitudes towards military service, including whether they believe they are suitable for it, and 

individuals can also indicate if they do not wish to serve. Volunteers who may not have been called to 

muster, or who are older than 18, can apply for enrolment themselves. In 2022, 5,583 individuals were 

enrolled, of whom 84% were called in accordance with the conscription law, while 16% applied for 

enrolment themselves (Brett, D., Karatzas, G., Nikolopoulos, A., Sapmaz, S., Sheliazhenko, Y., Tsouni, A., 

Virtanen, J., & Zafarana, Z., 2023, May 12). 
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In addition to conscripted personnel, the manpower force would continue 

to comprise professional officers, reserve officers, full-time and part-time 

employed OR-rank personnel (non-commissioned officers, soldiers and 

sailors, GSS/K and GSS/T), volunteers serving under contract and civilian 

employees. 

In the policy texts it was emphasised that the Swedish Armed Forces 

depended on the coordinated contribution of all these categories, and that 

a cohesive and efficient personnel supply system was essential to the 

formation and maintenance of combat-ready units. Such units were 

deemed crucial for ensuring operational capability in situations of peace, 

crisis or war. The continued use of fixed-term and periodically serving 

squad leaders, soldiers and sailors (OR-ranks) was presented as vital for 

maintaining standing units’ readiness, enabling the Armed Forces to 

rapidly deploy qualified units both domestically and internationally—

particularly in peacetime or before full-scale mobilisation. 

Taken together, the new manpower model was designed and legitimated 

as a way to satisfy increasing national defence requirements while 

simultaneously fostering societal acceptance. The legitimation narrative 

stressed that the new approach would ensure a long-term sustainable and 

secure supply of personnel, would be capable of rapid adjustment to 

shifting security needs, while remaining aligned with principles of gender 

equality, legal proportionality and respect for individual rights (SOU 

2016:63, pp. 178, 20; Regeringsbeslut 2017-03-02 Fö2016/01252/MFI; 

Regeringskansliet, 2017).  

Legitimating expanding the manpower force  

In both the long-term defence bills of 2020 and 2024, a significant 

expansion of the Swedish Armed Forces was outlined, marked by an 

increase in both overall personnel numbers and the number of individuals 

enlisted for military training under duty. These decisions were 

consistently justified on the basis of national security requirements. In 

2020, a decision was made to expand the wartime organisation from 

approximately 60,000 to 90,000 positions, including additional reserves 

(Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 109–110). In 2024, plans were made to further 

expand the wartime organisation to approximately 130,000 positions by 

2035 (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 89).  

After the initial reactivation of conscription, the target was to enlist 

around 4,000 individuals for basic military training under duty—about 
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4% of the annual cohort of 18-year-olds.89 With the 2020 defence bill it was 

decided to double the number of conscripts, aiming for an enlistment of 

approximately 8,000 men and women annually (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 

109–110). Two years later, following the outbreak of the full-scale war in 

Ukraine, it was decided to further increase the annual number of 

conscripts, with a target of at least 10,000 by 2030, or roughly one-tenth of 

each cohort of young Swedes (Öbrink, 2022). In December 2023, the 

government also reactivated basic training under civil duty that had not 

been conducted since 2005 (Försvarsdepartementet, 2023; Regeringen, 

2023) 90 In 2024, the number of conscripts was projected to increase further, 

reaching approximately 12,000 annually by 2032–2035. In the bill it was 

also noted that the Defence Commission had recommended considering 

an increase to 14,000 conscripts per year by 2035, and it was underlined 

that, should the global security situation continue to deteriorate, the 

number of conscripts could be increased further. In parallel with this 

development, the number of refresher training sessions under duty was 

set to rise, along with the number of Swedes assigned to both civilian and 

military wartime positions (Fö2023/00553; Fö2023/01488, 2023; Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, pp. 89–91). 91 

In contrast to the legitimation when conscription was reactivated, which 

emphasised that individual willingness to serve would remain a key 

factor in enlistment, in practice less emphasis was now placed on 

individual motivation in order to meet the conscript target (Loftrup-

Ericson, 2023).92 In the policy text, conscription was justified as a 

                                                           
89 Which can be compared to the years just before conscription was made dormant, when around 15 per 

cent of those eligible for conscription were called up—85 per cent of men were exempt and 100 per cent 

of women (Furusjö, 2017; Adolfsson, 2017). In 2010, 1,644 individuals were conscripted (Holm, 2017). It 

can also be compared with the 35,000–38,000 men enlisted according to the first long-term bill investigated 

in this project (1991/92:102, p. 89; 1991/92:101, p. 6). 
90 Wartime posting under civil service duty is the civilian equivalent of military conscription and serves 

to reinforce essential societal functions with personnel during a heightened state of alert. To be assigned 

such a wartime position, an individual must have relevant qualifications, acquired either through basic 

training under civil service duty or through other relevant professional training. 
91In July 2023, the government decided to appoint a special investigator to analyse and propose how 

personnel needs within civil defence could be secured, including by proposing a system for staffing civil 

defence based on the current regulations concerning general service duty and civil duty (A Long-Term 

Sustainable Personnel Provision for Civil Defence, Dir. 2023:116) 
92 In 2023, 1,000 individuals were called to muster despite their unwillingness, and by 2024 this number 

had increased to 4,000 (Stawreberg, 2024). Between 2017—when conscription was reactivated—and 2022, 

314 individuals were prosecuted for violating obligations under the Total Defence Law. In addition, of the 

16,200 young people born in 2003 who were called up for conscription in 2021, 120 were reported for 

failing to appear (TT, Sydsvenskan, 2023-05-22). Failure to show up when called may result in fines or 

imprisonment for up to one year during peacetime. In times of heightened readiness, the penalty is 

increased to a minimum of six months' imprisonment and a maximum of four years. In 2022 alone, seven 
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prerequisite for ensuring that the Swedish Armed Forces could achieve 

fully manned, trained and operational wartime units (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, 

p. 110). Following Sweden’s NATO membership, conscription was further 

justified as essential for mustering the scale of force necessary to meet 

collective defence commitments: 

 conscription will continue to form the basis for the Swedish Armed 

Forces' staffing, as it is a prerequisite for developing and 

maintaining a defence with the volume necessary to defend Sweden 

and its allies against armed attack. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 90) 

Additionally, conscription was highlighted in both the 2020 and 2024 

long-term defence bills as contributing to the popular anchoring of the 

Armed Forces (Ministry of Defence Summary, Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, p. 116; 

Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 90). As discussed earlier, popular anchoring was 

understood both as a source of broader legitimacy and, by extension, as a 

mechanism for enhancing national security by fostering the population’s 

will to defend the country. 

The conscripts are ambassadors in society for Total Defence in 

general and for the Armed Forces in particular, and are thus an 

important part of maintaining and developing popular support and 

the will to defend. (The Swedish Defence Commission’s report on 

the development of the military defence, Excerpts, p. 32) 

This expansion of the force also included an increase in the number of 

employed group leaders, soldiers and sailors (GSS), as well as a growth in 

the officer corps. The hiring of additional GSS personnel was justified as 

essential for fulfilling tasks in the wartime organisation and also as a vital 

recruitment base for professional and reserve officers. The legitimation for 

the expanded officer corps was based on its necessity to support the 

planned growth of the Swedish Armed Forces and compensate for the 

retirement of personnel. After NATO membership, it was also legitimated 

as necessary to meet the requirements of collective defence strategy (Gov. 

Bill 2024/25:34, p. 93).  

The defence decisions of 2020 and 2024 marked a significant investment 

in the expansion and modernisation of the Home Guard (Hemvärnet). 

Both policy frameworks outlined ambitions to raise the personnel 

                                                           
individuals were sentenced to prison, and 41 were fined for violating the Total Defence duty 

(Fredsakademin, n.d.)  
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ceiling—first to 25,000 and then to 26,000 by 2030.93 The reforms of the 

Home Guard were legitimated based on operational effectiveness and 

resource efficiency. It was portrayed as a flexible and cost-effective pillar 

of Sweden’s Total Defence, designed to strengthen territorial defence, 

support rapid mobilisation, safeguard critical infrastructure and 

contribute to crisis management in peacetime. Moreover, the reform 

aimed to adapt the Home Guard to evolving strategic requirements, 

including increased cooperation within NATO frameworks. 

Importantly, the expansion of the Home Guard was not legitimated solely 

on strategic or functional grounds. The policy text also invoked civic and 

normative justifications, portraying the Home Guard as a locally rooted, 

volunteer-based institution that strengthens folkförankring (popular 

anchoring) and democratic legitimacy. Both the 2020 and 2024 defence 

bills underscored the value of the Home Guard’s societal embeddedness, 

emphasising that its structure—composed primarily of regionally 

affiliated volunteers—contributes to high readiness, public support and 

long-term legitimacy.  

Ultimately, by positioning the Home Guard as both a military asset and a 

civic institution integral to the Total Defence concept, the policy text 

reinforced its dual legitimacy—as an instrument of national defence and 

as a democratically grounded societal force (Gov. Bill 2020/21:30, pp. 106–

107; Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 88–89; Ds 2024:6, p. 149). 

Legitimating service under duty for collective defence  

After the reactivation of conscription, Sweden’s military duty consists of 

five components: mandatory registration in the year a citizen reaches the 

age of majority; mustering, if selected,94 basic training; refresher training; 

and, in the event that the government declares a state of heightened alert, 

it may also include preparedness or wartime service. The basic training 

covers traditional national defence tasks and can also include diverse, 

qualified training and exercises abroad, conducted within the framework 

of international cooperation. In peacetime, conscripts can also assist in 

responses to large-scale accidents or societal crises, such as natural 

disasters, terror attacks or pandemics.  

                                                           
93 Despite the target set in 2020 to reach 25,000, in 2024 the Home Guard comprised approximately 22,000 

personnel. 
94 From the mandatory registration, the recruitment authorities select a subset to muster and decide who 

is called up for basic military training. 
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A profound question is how Sweden’s deepening defence cooperation 

will affect its personnel policy more broadly, and the implications for 

individuals subject to military duty more specifically. However, the 

analysis reveals that concrete answers to these questions were slow to 

materialise. In 2015, in light of the Solidarity Declaration and Sweden’s 

defence cooperation, especially with Finland, a special investigator was 

tasked with examining the constitutional conditions for new forms of 

deeper defence collaboration with another country. This included 

analysing the conditions for acting jointly with another state using 

military resources in response to an armed attack against either state, as 

well as to prevent violations of either state’s territory during peacetime 

and in the event of war between foreign powers. However, issues 

concerning the Swedish Armed Forces’ personnel and the use of 

individuals serving under duty were not part of the investigation (Dir. 

2015:111). These matters were also excluded from the scope of the 

subsequent follow-up inquiry (SOU 2016:64, p. 12; SOU 2018:31, p. 84). 

When Sweden formally applied for NATO membership in May 2022 and 

was admitted in March 2024, a crucial question remained unresolved: how 

armed forces dispatched to assist another country would be assembled.95 

It was not until the presentation of the defence bill of 2024 in October that 

some degree of clarification was offered. The bill stated: 

The scope and focus of conscription are naturally affected by the fact 

that Sweden is now an ally within NATO. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 

92)  

The legitimation of the use of conscription under these new geostrategic 

circumstances drew on a familiar argumentative framework. Swedish law 

defines national defence as the sole conditioning justification for what 

may be included in military training and service. However, as we have 

seen, the precise content and orientation of conscripted service has 

remained flexible and has evolved with the articulation of what national 

security demands.  

                                                           
95 The principle of collective defence enshrined in Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty states that an 

attack against one member “shall be considered an attack against them all.” Article 5, however, does not 

obligate member states to deploy military assets; it only commits them to respond, and each member state 

can take such action as it deems necessary. After the NATO application, an internal investigator was 

assigned within the Ministry of Defence to conduct a legal examination of the parameters for service under 

duty as a NATO member (Strömbäck, 2024). 
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Now, with NATO membership, the collective defence strategy was 

introduced as a new interpretive lens for justifying the role of conscripted 

personnel. The principle of national defence still anchored military duty, 

but its meaning was rearticulated to align with Sweden’s new 

international obligations. As the bill explained: 

 What is needed for Sweden's defence must be viewed in light of 

Sweden's commitments within the framework of NATO 

membership and the needs of collective defence. (Gov. Bill 

2024/25:34, p. 92) 

The legitimation was hence based on the principle that military service 

under duty was justified by national defence remaining intact, while what 

could specifically be included required a different interpretation under 

the new circumstances. NATO operations focused on deterrence and 

defence were presented as integral to Sweden’s defence preparedness. In 

such cases, it was argued that deploying conscripted personnel beyond 

Sweden’s borders could be justified—not as a break from national 

defence, but as a new expression of it under collective defence 

commitments (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 91–92). 

The legitimation of conscripted armed service further emphasised that 

such deployment—like all forms of compulsory service—could only occur 

following a formal declaration of heightened alert by the government 

(Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, pp. 91–92). This legitimation practice thus relied not 

only on strategic reinterpretation but also on a legal framework that 

prescribed the conditions under which conscripts could be mobilised. The 

government’s declaration of heightened alert was positioned as a 

procedural safeguard: a necessary legal threshold that authorises 

extraordinary measures and reinforces the democratic legitimacy of 

deploying conscripts. By anchoring such deployments to this traditional, 

legally mandated condition, the discourse reinforced the principle that 

military service under duty remained tied to the defence of the nation, 

even as the scope of that defence now includes collective obligations 

under NATO. 

In the evolving policy discourse following Sweden’s accession to NATO, 

it was thus argued that an expanded interpretation of conscripted service 

could be justified on the basis that NATO’s collective defence measures 

now formed part of Sweden’s national defence obligations. However, the 

extent to which individuals could be required to participate in military 
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operations undertaken in support of or in defence of other member states 

remained undefined. The defence bill 2024 acknowledged this legal and 

operational ambiguity, noting that further analysis of the current 

regulatory framework was necessary. It also suggested that there might 

be grounds for future legislative reforms aimed at improving the 

availability, usability and flexibility of conscripts’ service under NATO 

membership (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 92; Ds 2024:6, pp. 169–194). 

The legitimation further underscored that potential reforms to 

conscription would require broad political consensus. This was described 

as a foundational principle of Swedish security policy. As the bill stated: 

The government shares the Defence Commission's view that 

conscript service involves complex issues and that it is important to 

achieve as broad a political consensus as possible. The government 

intends to initiate efforts to involve the parties of the Riksdag in the 

continued work. (Gov. Bill 2024/25:34, p. 92) 

The emphasis on achieving broad political agreement before 

implementing reforms reflects a longstanding norm in Swedish 

governance: that consensus—effectively functioning as a form of 

depoliticisation—is a key source of legitimacy in national security 

policymaking. From this perspective, reform derives its authority not only 

from balancing security with other values in a democratic society, but also 

from a procedural norm of democratic deliberation and cross-party 

cooperation in the security policy domain. 

Anticipating and legitimating future staffing reforms – a resilient 

manpower model 

Against the background of the evolving articulation of security, further 

reforms to the manpower model were regarded as both likely and 

necessary to sustain the effectiveness of Sweden’s defence posture. In 

January 2024, the Swedish government commissioned an inquiry tasked 

with addressing a broad set of issues identified as central to strengthening 

the long-term personnel provision of the Swedish Armed Forces.96 

The need for additional reforms was justified primarily by reference to a 

significantly deteriorated security environment, in which an armed attack 

                                                           
96 The inquiry was led by a specially appointed investigator (särskild utredare) and scheduled for 

completion by 1 July 2025; no final report had been delivered at the time of writing. It was subsequently 

delivered on 14 July 2025.  
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against Sweden could no longer be ruled out. In addition, the threat 

landscape was described as broader and increasingly complex. The 

mandate of the inquiry was to review the legal and institutional 

arrangements required to ensure the availability of both military and 

civilian personnel across all levels of readiness, with particular emphasis 

on long-term resilience and access to critical skills. It was emphasised that, 

in order to successfully manage the ongoing expansion of the force, 

personnel supply must be secured. Sweden’s accession to NATO was 

further described as introducing new strategic demands and operational 

obligations. Moreover, wider societal transformations—driven by 

globalisation, digitalisation and accelerated technological development—

were seen as necessitating an expansion of the Armed Forces’ skill base. 

In this context, the need for civilian expertise was emphasised as more 

essential than in previous policy settings. Taken together, these 

developments were described as having direct implications for the 

personnel provision of the Armed Forces, requiring both increased access 

to human resources and greater endurance within the system (Dir. 2024:2; 

Gov. Bill 2022/23:74). 

Of particular concern was the high attrition rate among continuously 

serving squad leaders, soldiers and sailors (GSS/K), who were described 

as critical to the operational effectiveness of the standing units. This issue 

had also been highlighted in a 2022 report by the Swedish National Audit 

Office, which concluded that an unsustainably large proportion of GSS/K 

personnel were leaving their positions before completing their full term of 

service (RiR 2022:19). 

In light of this, the 2024 inquiry was tasked with examining the underlying 

causes of early contract termination among GSS/K personnel, as well as 

identifying cost-effective measures to improve retention. Under the 

existing legal framework, the possibility for this category of personnel to 

continue service beyond the 8+4-year contract period was limited. The 

inquiry was therefore directed to analyse whether revisions to the 

employment periods for both continuously and intermittently serving 

squad leaders, soldiers and sailors (GSS/K and GSS/T) were warranted 

(Dir. 2024:2). 

The inquiry was also tasked with assessing whether there was a need for 

extended service obligations for reserve officers and with evaluating the 

potential introduction of a formal right to take leave from civilian 

employment for reserve officers (Dir. 2024:2, pp. 10–12). 
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Several of the questions the inquiry was asked to examine related to 

service under legal duty. The need to balance national security demands 

with respect for individual autonomy and rights was emphasised in the 

reasoning. It was explicitly stated in the inquiry’s terms of reference that 

there were strong reasons to consider and safeguard the individual’s 

perspective, and that the proportionality principle, as articulated in 

Sweden’s Constitution (Chapter 2, Section 21 of the Instrument of 

Government), requires that any restriction of rights must be proportionate 

to the aim it pursues. It was also underlined that it was not within the 

remit of the inquiry to consider any amendments to the Constitution (Dir. 

2024:2, p. 4). 

Conscription entails an obligation for those subject to Total Defence 

duty to undergo enlistment, complete basic and refresher training, 

and participate in readiness and wartime service. These obligations 

apply both in peacetime and during heightened alert, and they 

involve restrictions on the individual's constitutionally protected 

freedoms and rights. Such restrictions may only be imposed to serve 

purposes that are acceptable in a democratic society and must never 

exceed what is necessary in relation to the objective that prompted 

them. (Dir. 2024:2, p. 4) 

This reasoning underscores that the legitimacy of compulsory service 

remains closely tied to constitutional principles and democratic values, 

with proportionality and respect for individual rights positioned as 

central conditions for the exercise of legitimate state authority. 

Another issue related to the individual’s perspective concerned the 

conditions for conscripts, including whether current benefits should be 

revised and the potential socio-economic implications of such reforms 

(Dir. 2024:2, pp. 7–8). 

The inquiry also extended into matters of representation and democratic 

legitimacy within the personnel system. In particular, attention was 

directed towards the institutional role of Pliktrådet (the Conscript 

Council), the statutory co-determination body for Total Defence 

conscripts (Ordinance 2017:1249). While tasked with representing 

conscripts’ interests, the Council’s administrative attachment to the 

Swedish Armed Forces had prompted concerns regarding its 

independence and effectiveness. These concerns were also acknowledged 

by the Committee on Defence in 2022, when it called for strengthened 

safeguards to ensure Pliktrådet’s autonomy (Bet. 2021/22:FöU8). In 
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response, the 2024 inquiry was mandated to assess whether existing 

regulations adequately secure meaningful co-determination for conscripts 

and, if necessary, to propose institutional or legal reforms to reinforce 

Pliktrådet’s status (Dir. 2024:2, p. 10). 

Another question the inquiry was assigned to explore was how the 

Swedish Armed Forces could better access personnel with key civilian 

competencies—particularly in logistics, IT and technology—that were 

deemed essential for operations during heightened readiness. It was 

noted that many of the important skills and critical competencies needed 

by the Armed Forces are primarily taught within the civilian sector, and 

that despite recent growth in conscription numbers, long-term declines in 

trained personnel and reliance on civilian education had created a skills 

gap that may impede endurance in crisis scenarios. In the remit to the 

inquiry, it was therefore stated that possible measures to secure 

competence among those under duty—such as raising the age limit for 

enlistment—should be assessed, while balancing these needs against 

individual rights protected under the Constitution (Dir. 2024:2, pp. 4–5). 

The inquiry was also tasked with analysing the scope of readiness 

service,97 including how the Armed Forces could make greater use of 

conscripts undergoing basic training for readiness tasks and the potential 

need to extend training periods. It was stated in the policy text that, in the 

past—when Sweden maintained a larger wartime organisation—the 

Armed Forces had greater flexibility to rotate conscripts through 

readiness service. However, within the current organisational structure, 

this flexibility is more limited, and available resources risk being rapidly 

depleted. Moreover, the contemporary and increasingly complex threat 

landscape was described as one in which Sweden may face serious 

security challenges that do not necessarily trigger a formal state of 

heightened alert, further increasing the demand for personnel in basic 

readiness. Against this backdrop, the inquiry was tasked with analysing 

the necessity and socio-economic consequences of increasing the 

obligated number of readiness service days for individuals subject to Total 

Defence duty, as well as assessing the potential implications for affected 

                                                           
97 If required for Sweden’s defence preparedness, the government may decide that individuals assigned 

to wartime positions must perform beredskapstjänstgöring (readiness service) and determine the duration 

of this service (Chapter 4, Section 8, first paragraph of the Total Defence Duty Act). Each person subject 

to Total Defence duty is obligated to perform beredskapstjänstgöring for a total of no more than 180 days 

(Chapter 4, Section 8, second paragraph). The number of readiness service days was carried over 

unchanged from the 1941 Conscription Act into the current Total Defence Duty Act. 
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individuals (Dir. 2024:2). This reasoning illustrates how the policy 

discourse links the need for operational resilience with broader concerns 

about maintaining legitimacy—balancing national preparedness with 

socio-economic implications and the consequences for individuals subject 

to duty. 

Another of the questions addressed by the inquiry concerned whether the 

obligation to perform military service (värnplikt) should remain in effect 

beyond the current upper age limit during periods of heightened 

readiness and, if warranted, whether a revised upper limit and 

accompanying legislative amendments should be proposed. It was noted 

in the policy text that under earlier legislation (the Military Service Act 

1941:967), a provision allowed military duty to remain in force after the 

age of 47 in times of war or imminent threat. However, this provision was 

removed in subsequent legislative reforms, and the current framework 

includes no such general clause. 

In the remit, the government reintroduced the question in light of 

increasingly unstable geopolitical conditions in Sweden’s vicinity and in 

Europe more broadly, which were described as potentially justifying an 

extension of service obligations beyond the current upper age limit to 

meet the demands of resilience and flexibility in the wartime organisation. 

At the same time, the remit again underlined the need to carefully balance 

such an extension against the protection of fundamental individual rights: 

conscription entails extensive obligations for the individual. The 

need for a continued obligation to perform conscription during 

heightened readiness must therefore be weighed against the 

restrictions on the protection of the individual's freedoms and rights 

that the proposal would entail. (Dir. 2024:2, p. 5) 

The remit further stated that the inquiry should analyse the socio-

economic implications of such changes and emphasised that predictability 

in the legal framework governing compulsory service constitutes an 

established core principle (Dir. 2024:2, p. 5; see also Gov. Bill 1994/95:6, p. 

117). 

The instructions to the inquiry illustrate an explicit acknowledgment of 

tensions between competing norms, values and principles that must be 

balanced to sustain legitimacy—chiefly between the imperatives of 

national security and the protection of individual rights, but also 
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encompassing broader respect for individual interests and consideration 

of socio-economic consequences. 

The inquiry was also tasked with analysing the possibility of allowing 

conscripts to be retained in the personnel reserve for a longer period than 

currently possible. The rationale for this was described in the remit as 

follows: in the defence decision (The Total Defence bill 2021–2025), it had 

been concluded that the Swedish Armed Forces’ wartime organisation 

was under-dimensioned, as the number of units was not sufficient to 

sustain a prolonged armed attack. The wartime organisation consists of 

personnel assigned either to wartime units or to the personnel reserve. 

The personnel reserve comprises conscripts who have completed basic 

training but are not currently assigned to a specific wartime unit. 

As reinforcements to the wartime organisation were proposed, it was 

stated that the personnel reserve might need to expand in order to replace 

personnel in wartime units or to enable the rapid establishment of 

additional wartime formations. At present, there is a time limit for the 

wartime assignment of conscripts, which remains in effect for ten years 

after the most recent period of service (Chapter 3, Section 12 of the Act on 

Total Defence Service). This main rule aims to ensure that no individual 

remains assigned to a wartime position without possessing the capability 

required to carry out the tasks for which he or she has been assigned. 

In the policy text, this was presented as a question of balance. On the one 

hand, it was emphasised that the Total Defence system must be ensured 

the necessary personnel to meet its operational requirements; on the other, 

the regulation of the wartime assignment period was described as a 

safeguard, preventing individuals from being required to perform duties 

for which they are no longer qualified (Gov. Bill 2001/02:11; Dir. 2024:2, p. 

9). 

However, the instructions to the inquiry stated that conscripts assigned to 

wartime units are likely to possess skills that may be valuable to retain 

within the personnel reserve even when ten years have passed since their 

most recent period of service. The inquiry was therefore tasked with 

analysing whether there is a need to allow conscripts to remain in the 

personnel reserve for a longer period following their last service (Dir. 

2024:2, p. 9). This reasoning again demonstrates how different values, 

norms and principles are weighed and balanced to maintain both the 

effectiveness and legitimacy of the manpower system. 
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Building on concerns about the security context and the long-term 

personnel provision, the inquiry was also tasked with considering the 

establishment of a new personnel category for part-time employed 

civilian staff. The remit explained that the Swedish Armed Forces faced a 

growing demand for specialised civilian expertise—particularly in the 

technology and IT sectors—that could not be generated within the 

military system. It was argued that the structuring and use of civilian 

expertise were oriented towards basic readiness, and there is currently no 

developed system that allows the Swedish Armed Forces increased access 

to such competencies during periods of heightened readiness. In addition 

to a greater need for civilian expertise during heightened readiness, such 

needs may also arise, for example, in a prolonged conflict scenario without 

a declared state of heightened readiness, or for the purpose of staffing 

exercises. 

To address this, the inquiry was tasked with assessing whether a new 

personnel category of part-time civilian employees should be introduced 

to increase access to these competencies, particularly during heightened 

readiness.98 Furthermore, the inquiry was to examine the implications for 

employer obligations, workers’ rights and the relevant legal frameworks, 

as well as to identify measures to ensure that the Armed Forces remain 

competitive in attracting and retaining civilian talent (Dir. 2024:2, pp. 13–

14). 

A related issue concerned how the Swedish Armed Forces’ need for 

wartime-assigned civilian personnel could be secured, given that the 

wartime assignment of civilian employees ceases upon termination of 

their employment. The inquiry was therefore tasked with evaluating 

possible legal mechanisms—such as the use of civilian duty (civilplikt) 

under the Act on Total Defence Service—that could enable the Armed 

Forces to retain access to key civilian competencies even after employment 

has ended. The inquiry was also instructed to consider how to balance the 

Armed Forces’ requirements for civilian expertise with the parallel 

demand for such competencies within the sectors of civil defence, such as 

healthcare and emergency services. 

This reflects both the growing reliance on legal duty and increased 

attention to coordination within the Total Defence structure, emphasising 

                                                           
98 Similar to the current systems on the military side, for part-time employed squad leaders, sailors and 

soldiers (GSS/T), as well as for reserve officers. 
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the need to manage overlapping demands for critical civilian expertise 

between the military and civil sectors. To meet the security imperative, 

resources must be prioritised in an environment of expanding and 

increasingly interdependent personnel needs. 

The inquiry was also tasked with investigating the Swedish Armed 

Forces’ ability to ensure access to personnel during periods of basic 

readiness, in situations where the security environment could be 

demanding but no formal state of heightened readiness has been declared. 

In the remit, it was argued that, given the evolving security 

environment—marked by hybrid threats and non-military forms of 

aggression—it is essential that the Swedish Armed Forces are able to 

guarantee access to personnel with critical skills, including both military 

and civilian competencies, also during basic readiness (i.e. in the absence 

of heightened alert). The government stated that it was therefore 

necessary to clarify whether the current system provides sufficient 

mechanisms to secure the personnel resources required under 

deteriorating security conditions short of heightened readiness. 

In sum, the inquiry exemplifies a continued recalibration of how Sweden 

organises its defence manpower model under rearticulated security 

conditions. The reform agenda is legitimated primarily through references 

to geopolitical instability, technological change and societal 

transformation, positioning endurance and flexibility as central security 

imperatives for staffing. The broad scope of the inquiry—spanning 

military and civilian roles, professional and conscripted service, and 

conditions of both peace and war—illustrates how contemporary defence 

policy seeks to balance operational resilience with constitutional 

principles of proportionality, protection of individual rights and the socio-

economic implications of reforms. 

Conclusion: The evolution of the security contract  

Over the course of this period, Sweden’s security contract underwent a 

profound transformation. As focus shifted back to the threat of external 

military aggression, the role of the Swedish Armed Forces was redefined, 

reaffirming its foundational mission of territorial defence. This strategic 

reorientation was accompanied by the revival of the Total Defence 

concept. After decades of downscaling, Sweden embarked on its largest 

rearmament effort since the Cold War, marked by a substantial increase 

in the national defence budget. The most far-reaching shift in Sweden’s 
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security and defence policy in two centuries came with the decision to 

pursue NATO membership—an historic move legitimated by the 

argument that collective defence within the alliance offered the most 

effective strategy for ensuring national security. 

Expectations surrounding conscription and citizens’ obligations were also 

significantly redefined during this period, reflecting the broader 

transformation of the security contract. In the policy text, the primary 

legitimation for reactivating conscription centred on the urgency of 

national security demands. The move was legitimated as a necessary 

response to renewed external threats—particularly in light of the All-

Volunteer Force model’s failure to recruit and retain sufficient personnel 

for the Swedish Armed Forces’ wartime organisation. The legal flexibility 

introduced in the previous period—allowing conscription to be 

suspended and reactivated—enabled the government to act swiftly. 

An alternative approach could have involved substantially improving the 

conditions and incentives required to attract and retain enough voluntary 

personnel. However, this option was neither prioritised nor openly 

debated. Instead, policymakers argued that the reactivation of 

conscription was both necessary and appropriate for ensuring military 

readiness. 

As in previous periods, the constitutional principle of proportionality—

requiring that national defence obligations be balanced against the 

protection of individual rights—was again invoked to legitimate reforms 

to Sweden’s soldiering model. In this instance, it was the reintroduction 

of conscription that was justified under this principle. The new enlistment 

policy was presented as necessary to ensure defence preparedness, yet 

carefully calibrated so that only the number of individuals strictly 

required would be called to serve. This legitimating practice aligned the 

reactivation of conscription with the democratic security contract by 

describing it as a proportionate and conditional response to exceptional 

security demands—an exception that reaffirmed, rather than replaced, the 

liberal-democratic norms of voluntarism and individual freedom 

normally governing civic life. 

The principle of cost-effectiveness was also emphasised, with the limited 

and targeted use of conscription described as both a rational and equitable 

allocation of societal resources. Willingness to serve, together with 

gender-neutral duty, was highlighted as a mechanism for distributing the 
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burden of compulsory service fairly while minimising the use of direct 

coercion. In this way, although conscription remained a legal obligation, 

military service was discursively constructed as largely voluntary due to 

the prioritisation of motivated candidates and the limited scale of the call-

up. 

The sharp increase in the number of enlisted personnel after the 

reactivation of conscription—many of whom were conscripted without an 

expressed willingness to serve—highlights how the balance between 

voluntarism and coercion was ultimately shaped by the perceived 

necessities of national defence. This underscores that the notion of choice 

in enlistment was conditional. It remained ultimately subordinate to the 

perceived imperatives of national security. The degree of voluntarism in 

military service was not fixed but contingent on the state’s interpretation 

of its security obligations, producing evolving consequences for citizens 

under the social contract. 

The arguments legitimating the manpower model were also closely tied 

to a broader narrative of long-term sustainability—both in terms of 

personnel supply and public acceptability. As in earlier periods of 

heightened military tension, it was emphasised that Sweden’s security 

and defence policy should rest on broad-based consensus. Agreement 

among political and military actors was portrayed as essential for 

maintaining the legitimacy of Sweden’s evolving security contract, 

reinforcing the idea that defence policy must be rooted in shared societal 

commitment rather than partisan division. 

The reactivation of conscription for the first time introduced compulsory 

military training for women. This marked a significant normative shift, 

constructing soldiering as a civic duty equally shared across genders. Yet 

this development exposed a persistent paradox within partial 

conscription. While the duty to serve was formally constructed as 

universal, in practice only a small fraction of each cohort was 

conscripted—the collective responsibility to defend the nation was shared 

but differentiated. This tension underscores what can be understood as a 

trilemma within the security contract: the need to balance equal treatment, 

the protection of individual rights and the demands of national defence. 

The selective nature of the new system was presented as an attempt to 

navigate these competing values, but the tension between the ideal of 

universal obligation and the practical reality of selective service remained 

a central feature. 
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Sweden’s manpower system evolved into what is best described as a 

hybrid model—combining professional soldiers with conscription. What 

had once been regarded as incompatible—compulsory service alongside 

employed soldiers—was now reimagined as a coherent and legitimate 

solution to contemporary defence needs. This shift redefined the security 

contract by positioning military service simultaneously as a paid 

occupation and a civic obligation. In this configuration, conscripts 

provided depth and resilience to the wartime organisation, while 

professional soldiers and officers ensured continuity, specialised 

competence and high readiness during peacetime—particularly for 

international engagements. 

The model was presented in the policy as a pragmatic response to national 

security imperatives: one that maintained operational flexibility while 

aligning with principles of fairness, proportionality and respect for 

individual rights. By prioritising motivated individuals and limiting the 

number of conscripts to what was deemed strictly necessary, the system 

was legitimated as both justifiable and efficient. 

Taken together, this hybrid configuration was legitimated as robust, 

adaptive and cost-effective. It was portrayed as striking a careful balance 

between military preparedness and democratic values—limiting 

individual freedoms only to the extent required by national defence. These 

reforms reflect an ongoing effort to renegotiate the relationship between 

civic duty and state responsibility in an evolving security landscape. They 

also underscore the enduring importance of broader societal values—

particularly fairness, gender equality and shared responsibility—in 

maintaining democratic legitimacy. 

Another profound development in the security contract during this period 

was Sweden’s increasingly collective security orientation, in which 

international collaboration became deeply integrated into the national 

defence strategy. Conscripts’ training obligations were further expanded 

to include participation in international military cooperation, justified by 

the claim that joint training with international partners was essential for 

building national defence capacity. 

As discussed, the legal principle enshrined in the Total Defence Duty Act 

consistently holds that the mission to defend Sweden during wartime 

determines the scope of conscript training. However, as the analysis has 

also shown, the content of what can be included in training under duty 
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justified by this mission has evolved over time in response to structural 

changes in defence policy. Following this, the legitimation of including 

additional international elements in conscript training rested on the 

argument that such activities adhered to the legal and normative 

condition that all training under duty must directly contribute to 

conscripts’ ability to defend Sweden. This discourse preserved the formal 

and symbolic link between compulsory service and national defence—

even as the meaning of that defence was reinterpreted in an increasingly 

international context. 

The real turning point for Sweden’s security contract came with the 

decision to join NATO. While accession to a military alliance carries 

profound implications for any state, for Sweden this move represented a 

particularly dramatic and decisive shift in defence policy. For over two 

centuries, military non-alignment had been a cornerstone of Sweden’s 

security strategy, deeply embedded in its modern political identity and 

widely regarded as a foundational principle. Despite this longstanding 

commitment, the process of joining NATO advanced rapidly, with 

political consensus and swift decision-making prioritised over extended 

public debate or a national referendum. 

Sweden’s NATO membership not only redefined the country’s strategic 

orientation but also reshaped the expectations and obligations 

underpinning the relationship between the state and its citizens in matters 

of defence. It signalled a shift towards a less territorially bound 

understanding of military duty, marking a further evolution of the 

security contract. At the same time, the decision to join a military alliance 

raised fundamental questions about the extent and conditions under 

which citizens are willing to accept the individual sacrifices that 

compulsory service entails. A central issue for the security contract is how 

Sweden’s commitments to NATO partners will translate into practice. Yet 

these implications were not clearly articulated to the public before 

accession, leaving the obligations that may now follow to be accepted as a 

fait accompli. 

The analysis showed that the deteriorating military security environment, 

combined with persistent recruitment challenges under the AVF, 

intensified concerns about the population’s willingness to participate in 

national defence. Sweden’s traditional Total Defence concept had long 

relied on broad participation and civic engagement, with conscription 

understood as functioning as a mechanism for fostering both legitimacy 
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and public commitment to defence efforts. During this period, the 

discourse on the need to anchor defence within the population re-

emerged, stressing that national security cannot be sustained by the state 

alone. Security was articulated as a collective responsibility in which the 

state provides leadership but businesses, civil society and individuals are 

expected to contribute to preparedness, resilience and defence. In this 

context, the willingness of citizens to assume responsibility and actively 

engage in defence efforts was increasingly emphasised as central to the 

functioning of the security contract. 

The policy text underlined a society-wide responsibility for security, 

stressing that the population must have knowledge of, and understanding 

of, society’s needs and the functioning of the Total Defence system during 

times of crisis and war. This dual understanding reflected the population’s 

dual role: individual responsibility for personal preparedness and a 

collective obligation to reinforce the resilience of the Total Defence system. 

The population’s defence will was thus described as encompassing both 

psychological and physical components. 

The assumptions underpinning the social contract became particularly 

visible in the discourse on the will to defend. During this period, 

willingness was increasingly framed in reciprocal terms: citizens’ 

readiness to defend the nation was portrayed as contingent upon the 

state’s ability to uphold its side of the contract. Willingness to serve was 

not merely understood as the state’s right to demand military service in 

exchange for protection, but as closely linked to the public goods the state 

provides in peacetime—economic stability, functional infrastructure, and 

social welfare. These were seen as conditions that foster both trust in the 

state and a sense of having something worth defending. In this way, the 

security contract was explicitly tied to the broader social contract. Within 

this narrative, sacrifice in times of crisis was more likely when citizens 

perceived that the state had consistently safeguarded their security and 

welfare in ordinary times. 

The policy text also emphasised that, in the event of a military crisis, the 

population must be prepared to accept reductions in public services. This 

can be interpreted as an attempt to manage citizens’ expectations of the 

state and reflects how the democratic security contract is sustained 

through the communication of legitimate limits on protection under 

extraordinary circumstances. At the same time, it was stressed that 

maintaining societal resilience and the will to defend requires citizens’ 
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trust in the state’s continued ability to safeguard core functions—such as 

the protection of life and health and the provision of essential goods and 

services—even during wartime. 

The analysis also showed that citizens’ willingness to defend was 

constructed both as their determination to protect the country and as their 

individual resolve to safeguard themselves. Within this narrative, citizens 

were ascribed a dual role under the security contract: taking responsibility 

for their own preparedness and resilience while contributing to the 

collective defence of the nation. The policy text emphasised that mental 

resilience was a foundational element of the will to defend. Citizens’ 

psychological strength, sense of meaning and social cohesion, and the 

preservation of hope were all described as critical to sustaining national 

resilience. 

The analysis showed that the will to defend was not framed solely as a 

practical capacity, but as an emotional and moral commitment, rooted in 

a personal understanding of what is worth protecting. When citizens 

perceive that they are defending values and institutions they genuinely 

care about—and when they view their own contributions as meaningful—

they are expected to be more willing to accept the personal sacrifices that 

defence entails. This reflects an imagined social contract in which loyalty 

and willingness to defend the nation, even under legal duty, are sustained 

not only through coercion but through the state’s ability to cultivate a 

shared sense of duty, purpose, and meaning. In this sense, the security 

contract was conceived as a cooperative relationship—a form of collective 

self-defence—grounded in mutual responsibilities and reciprocal trust 

between the state and its citizens. 

Within this narrative, the boundaries between the security contract and 

the broader social contract become closely intertwined, as the legitimacy 

of compulsory service was tied not only to defence needs but also to the 

state’s capacity to uphold societal welfare in peacetime. This underscores 

how defence policy became embedded within wider normative 

expectations of democratic governance. 

The chapter has shown how the social contract has evolved in response to 

changing articulations of what security demands. The broad scope of the 

inquiry at the end of the period—addressing, among other things, 

expanded service obligations and the integration of civilian expertise—

underscores a shift toward a more comprehensive Total Defence model. 
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The directive to this inquiry also reflects how the legitimacy of the security 

contract is continuously reconstructed, balancing defence imperatives 

with other democratic values. 

In sum, Sweden’s social contract in matters of security has been redefined 

as both broader and more demanding, yet remains firmly rooted in the 

principles of reciprocity and mutual trust. While the state has expanded 

its claims on citizens, it has simultaneously reaffirmed its 

responsibilities—ensuring fairness, maintaining essential services, and 

safeguarding rights. The legitimacy of compulsory service, within this 

context, rests on its alignment with democratic principles such as equality, 

proportionality, and solidarity. Sweden’s shift toward a hybrid 

manpower model, its integration into NATO’s collective defence, and its 

renewed emphasis on Total Defence reflect both continuity and 

transformation: a persistent civic responsibility, coupled with an adaptive 

rearticulation of what it means to defend the nation. This demonstrates an 

ongoing effort to recalibrate and legitimise soldiering policy in ways that 

are both militarily effective and socially acceptable. Security and 

soldiering are not merely technical matters; they are deeply cultural and 

societal, embedded within the evolving democratic social contract. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions 

and reflections 
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Introduction 

This dissertation took its starting point in the inherent tension within 

democratic security policy between collective security imperatives and 

competing values such as individual rights, freedoms, and interests, 

which together define the normative boundaries of state action. Against 

this backdrop, it aimed to deepen our understanding of how governing 

choices on soldiering are rendered publicly acceptable and politically 

legitimate in democratic societies, and how these processes contribute to 

the evolution of the security contract. It was guided by the following 

overarching research question: How are governing choices concerning 

soldiering legitimated in policy texts, as articulations of security and its demands 

change over time? 

This final chapter returns to that aim and research question in order to 

synthesise the dissertation’s main findings and consider their broader 

theoretical, political and practical significance. It draws out the study’s 

thematic, theoretical and empirical contributions and reflects on what the 

Swedish trajectory implies for contemporary debates on how democratic 

societies can build military capacity while sustaining legitimacy within 

the security contract. 

The discussion unfolds in three parts. The first section presents the 

dissertation’s main takeaways. The second develops the main conclusions 

in greater detail by examining what the findings imply for the articulation 

of security and for the discursive processes through which soldiering 

policy is legitimated and stabilised. The third turns to the broader 

normative and practical implications for manpower design in democratic 

societies, with particular attention to the role of public willingness to serve 

in navigating the enduring tensions between coercion, choice and 

legitimacy. 

Main takeaways  

This dissertation set out to examine how soldiering policies in democratic 

societies are legitimised, transformed and sustained over time. By tracing 

three decades of Swedish security and defence policy development, the 

dissertation identifies a set of core findings. These main takeaways are 

organised around three contributions—thematic, theoretical and 

empirical—and are presented in the sections that follow.  
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Thematic findings: discursive legitimation as a process of reconciliation  

This dissertation shows that soldiering policies achieve and sustain 

legitimacy in democratic societies through discursive meaning-making 

and legitimating practices. The findings support previous research 

arguing that problem construction lies at the heart of legitimation. The 

way security is defined as a policy problem conditions which solutions—

such as particular models of soldiering—can be justified as legitimate. 

Each manpower model was articulated as the appropriate response to a 

particular construction of the security problem. How security was 

defined—what objects were to be protected, what counted as a threat and 

what was seen as an acceptable means of addressing it—shaped the moral 

and political space within which governing choices and reform could 

occur. 

The analysis showed how legitimation operates through a dual logic of 

affirmation and negation: reforms were justified not only by emphasising 

their own merits but also by delegitimising competing alternatives. 

Furthermore, the construction of legitimacy involved not only explaining 

the need to reform, but also defending continuity. Legitimation also 

occurred through two complementary modes of discursive practice. The 

first consisted of direct legitimacy claims, in which political authorities 

explicitly asserted and defended their governing choices. The second took 

the form of representative legitimacy claims, invoking presumed public 

preferences and expectations—what citizens are believed to value, accept 

or reject. 

The dissertation concludes that discursive legitimation is best understood 

as a narrative process of reconciliation. The meaning of soldiering is 

constructed through the interweaving of multiple sources of legitimacy—

evolving security imperatives, democratic norms and military 

rationality—into accounts that seek to produce a coherence that renders 

political decisions intelligible and acceptable. Reconciliation is central to 

this process: legitimation practices consistently balance imperatives, 

principles, norms and values, aligning governing decisions with 

justificatory claims while mediating tensions between competing 

priorities. Taken together, these legitimating narratives present policy 

decisions as simultaneously necessary and appropriate within their 

historical and political context. 
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Theoretical findings: security articulations, legitimacy, and the moral 

boundaries of soldiering 

The dissertation’s second main takeaway is theoretical: understanding the 

legitimacy of soldiering requires analysing how social contract logics, 

security articulations and legitimacy beliefs interact. Bringing social 

contract theory, securitisation theory and sociological legitimacy theory 

together shows how rearticulations of security reshape what can be 

demanded of citizens and how state–citizen obligations are renegotiated 

as part of sustaining legitimacy. 

The framework begins from the premise that security discourse carries 

distinctive emotive and political force. When security is articulated in 

ways that resonate within a political community, it can authorise decisive 

action—including extraordinary measures that entail substantial 

obligations and sacrifices and expand what the state can demand of 

citizens. The framework foregrounds how such articulations bring 

collective security into tension with other democratic values and how 

these tensions delineate the moral boundaries of what can be legitimately 

demanded. 

This framework emphasises that the legitimacy of soldiering is actively 

reproduced through discursive meaning-making and shaped through 

articulations of security. The dissertation demonstrates that how security 

is constructed—what is defined as a threat, who is to be protected and 

which means are considered acceptable—structures the moral and 

political space within which soldiering policies become legitimate. How 

security is understood as a policy problem opens up particular policy 

solutions and underpins arguments about soldiering policy design: the 

size of the force, how soldiers are recruited, trained and deployed, and 

who is expected to serve, when, for how long and under what conditions. 

As the meaning of security changes, so too does the moral and political 

meaning of soldiering. Different constructions of security are part of 

shaping which forms of participation are viewed as legitimate, desirable 

or acceptable, with critical implications for the population. 

This framework further emphasises that perceptions of legitimacy are 

context-dependent in ways that both enable and constrain what can and 

cannot be justified. Legitimacy is dynamic, yet normatively bounded. 

Each construction of security delineates the boundaries of what a society 

considers legitimate to demand and to do in the name of security. 
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Legitimacy, in this sense, concerns not only public acceptance of the 

exercise of authority but also the delineation of normative limits on 

coercion and sacrifice. Attending to these moral boundaries is essential for 

understanding how democratic societies negotiate the tension between 

state authority and individual rights, and for assessing how far appeals to 

security can extend without undermining the normative foundations of 

the social contract. 

The soldiering policy a country adopts is not merely a question of military 

effectiveness but part of a broader project of sustaining the social contract. 

The findings show that Swedish policy discourse activated both a vertical 

(state–citizen) and a horizontal (among citizens) dimension of this 

contract, presenting governing choices as reasonable, necessary and 

consistent with principles of fairness, mutual responsibility, reciprocity 

and proportionality between individual rights and security demands. At 

the same time, the analysis underscores a core tension within the social 

contract: collective responsibility is articulated as shared, yet its practical 

burdens are differentiated. Within the security contract, this tension can 

be understood as a trilemma involving the need to balance equal 

treatment, the protection of individual rights and the demands of national 

defence. 

Empirical findings: the transformation of Sweden’s soldiering model, 

1992–2024 

This dissertation provided a comprehensive, longitudinal account of the 

evolution of Sweden’s soldiering system between 1992 and 2024. The 

results demonstrated how, in the Swedish case, the rearticulation of 

security as a policy problem—and of what security is understood to 

demand—has opened space for new ways of thinking and acting. The 

significant transformation of Sweden’s soldiering model since the end of 

the Cold War has been made possible by a continuous balancing between 

military rationality and the need to ensure that the demands placed on 

citizens remain socially acceptable.  

Rather than unfolding along a linear path, Sweden’s soldiering policy has 

evolved through gradual adjustments, reversals and reconfigurations—

culminating in today’s hybrid manpower model. Successive 

rearticulations of security and reforms to soldiering policy have gradually 

redefined the content and contours of Sweden’s security contract. The 

meaning and function of conscription—under what circumstances it 
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applies, to whom and in what form—have been repeatedly redefined. 

While the introduction of gender neutrality formally established a more 

symmetrical distribution of obligations under the security contract, the 

practical burden of service has become concentrated within a smaller 

share of the eligible population. At the same time, the scope of duty itself 

has broadened, extending to tasks associated with counterterrorism, 

collective defence and alliance participation. 

Sweden’s trajectory demonstrates that conscription and all-volunteer 

force models are far from binary alternatives. Sweden has increasingly 

blended legal obligation, civic appeals and market-based incentives in an 

effort to reconcile military effectiveness with the normative expectations 

of democratic legitimacy. These findings suggest that military staffing is 

best understood as existing along a continuum of interdependent 

components that can be strategically combined within a manpower 

system. 

The dissertation therefore challenges scholarship that treats conscription 

and professional forces as uniform, static and mutually exclusive 

categories. Instead, it highlights the need to analyse soldiering policies as 

complex and adaptive assemblages, in which mandatory and voluntary 

elements coexist and are recombined over time. 

In the Swedish case, conscription neither disappeared nor remained its old 

self. Sweden has operated on the enduring assumption that the ability to 

conscript soldiers—and to impose other legal obligations—must be 

preserved to safeguard national defence capacity. A key perceived 

constraint on policy change has been the need to sustain public belief in 

the legitimacy of conscription. 

A key element in sustaining the legitimacy of conscription has been the 

preservation of a societal norm that participation in national defence, 

when required, constitutes a civic duty. When national defence is 

internalised as a moral obligation, individuals are guided to participate by 

a sense of personal responsibility. In such cases, conscription can be 

experienced as a self-endorsed obligation, even though it remains legally 

mandated. Importantly, this sense of duty has not been treated as self-

evident, but as a norm that must be actively cultivated, maintained and 

continuously reinforced. 

Another central theme of the transformation has been reforms aimed at 

reducing the perceived coerciveness of conscription. The contemporary 
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model—partial, selective and gender-neutral—seeks to attract individuals 

who express an interest in serving, thereby aligning conscription with 

notions of choice and voluntarism. 

It is, however, important to point out that individual willingness remains 

conditional and ultimately subordinate to the overriding imperatives of 

national defence. While the model is often legitimated through the 

language of voluntarism, “voluntary conscription” remains, in essence, a 

contradiction in terms. Individuals are encouraged to opt into a system 

grounded in legal obligation: once enlisted, they are not free to withdraw, 

are assigned mandatory wartime placements and may be reconscripted 

should national defence so require. What has changed, therefore, is not 

the existence of coercion, but its configuration. The contemporary model 

seeks to alter how legal obligation is subjectively experienced and 

reshapes how it is justified, in order to sustain the legitimacy of 

conscription within the democratic security contract. 

In Sweden, both the cultivation of a felt civic duty and the opt-in approach 

are intended to sustain internal motivation and to reconcile legal 

obligation with democratic ideals of individual choice and autonomy. 

This dissertation highlights that a central challenge for democratic 

societies lies in what motivates citizens to serve the state within and 

alongside the armed forces. When large segments of the population are 

unwilling to undertake military service, volunteer-based systems falter 

and conscription becomes politically untenable. 

Navigating the balance between intrinsic and extrinsic motivational 

structures is crucial to both the perceived legitimacy and the military 

effectiveness of any soldiering model. Individuals’ attitudes towards 

service and their experience of fulfilling it are shaped by underlying 

sources of motivation. Legal enforcement, societal norms and material 

incentives all influence how individuals understand, relate to and 

participate in national defence. What is regarded as a civic duty, what is 

expected to remain voluntary and what is deemed an illegitimate demand 

can shift over time as these motivational structures change. 

The interaction between different incentives is complex, involving both 

potentially reinforcing dynamics and the risk that external incentives 

crowd out intrinsic motivation, with adverse consequences. In the context 

of soldiering, this dynamic is captured in the distinction between felt duty 

and forced duty. A felt duty constitutes a powerful and robust basis for 
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participation—yet one that is slow to cultivate and comparatively easy to 

erode. For states seeking to reintroduce or expand conscription, a core 

legitimacy challenge arises when the moral meaning of duty has 

weakened, since appeals to shared responsibility may then lose 

persuasive force—undermining willingness to serve and belief in the 

legitimacy of conscription. 

The synthesis above underscores that legitimacy in soldiering policy rests 

on how security is articulated and how the moral boundaries of 

extraordinary measures are negotiated over time. The remainder of the 

chapter lays out the main conclusions in greater detail and proceeds in 

three moves: first, it distils the dissertation’s findings on the articulation 

of security; second, it unpacks the discursive processes through which 

soldiering policy was legitimated and stabilised; and third, it turns to the 

broader normative and practical implications for manpower design—

including the challenge of sustaining willingness to serve and the 

questions raised by systems that blend obligation with voluntarism. 

The articulation of security 

This dissertation has argued that soldiering constitutes an extraordinary 

measure that is primarily legitimated through the perceived imperatives 

of security. In this view, the articulation of security operates as the central 

discursive framework within which soldiering policies are designed, 

contested and rendered acceptable. 

Security discourse is central to the security contract in a given country: it 

defines the obligations of the state, shapes public expectations regarding 

its protective role and establishes the normative grounds on which the 

state is held accountable. Articulating security as a policy problem—and 

aligning soldiering policies accordingly—is therefore essential to 

sustaining perceptions of legitimacy. 

This dissertation contributes to the field of security studies by highlighting 

a dimension that has received comparatively little attention: the long-term 

discursive processes through which security problems are 

(re)constructed, sustained and legitimated within democratic contexts. 

While securitisation theory (Buzan et al., 1998; Wæver, 1995a, 1995b) has 

been instrumental in showing how issues can be framed as existential 

threats that justify exceptional measures, its analytical focus has largely 

centred on discrete speech acts and moments of securitisation. It offers 

limited insight into how beliefs about legitimacy are formed or how the 
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boundaries of acceptable extraordinary measures are understood within 

a political community. By contrast, this study foregrounds how security 

governance unfolds as a long-term process, where evolving narratives 

continuously negotiate legitimacy in relation to democratic norms, civic 

expectations and institutional developments. 

In doing so, the dissertation also speaks to broader debates about how 

democratic states govern security—not only by invoking threats, but by 

managing the boundaries of what constitutes legitimate state action. It 

shows that sustaining legitimacy in security policy is an ongoing process, 

where institutional reforms, legal instruments and civic expectations are 

repeatedly realigned. This long-term perspective on legitimation 

underscores the dynamic nature of the security contract and the 

importance of discursive stability, adaptation and resonance in the 

governance of extraordinary measures. 

This dissertation has shown that, in the Swedish case, the articulation of 

security as a policy problem since the end of the Cold War has been 

characterised by both deep continuity and adaptive change. At its core, 

the conception of security as the defence of national sovereignty remained 

a durable and largely uncontested assumption throughout the period. The 

persistent belief that an existential military threat could never be entirely 

ruled out served as a discursive anchor, continuously legitimating 

extraordinary measures and shaping the parameters of what could be 

considered acceptable and necessary policy. 

At the same time, the analysis has shown that the security concept in 

Swedish policy discourse has broadened significantly across all three 

investigated dimensions. New types of challenges—such as terrorism, 

cyber threats, climate change, economic instability, pandemics and 

societal disruptions—have gained increased prominence. Especially since 

2009, Sweden’s security policy objectives have been formulated in 

increasingly broad and comprehensive terms. The Armed Forces have 

been assigned tasks beyond traditional territorial defence, and a new civil 

crisis management system has been developed to address non-military 

risks during peacetime. 

The analysis also revealed how the rearticulation of security blurred 

previously stable distinctions within Swedish security discourse. 

Traditionally, Swedish security policy maintained clear boundaries 

between internal and external, civil and military domains, and wartime 
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and peacetime responsibilities. These distinctions were grounded in a 

conventional security concept that linked specific threats to defined 

referent objects and appropriate policy measures. However, as the 

meaning of security broadened, these boundaries became increasingly 

fluid. The connections between threats, referents and policy responses 

grew more ambiguous, obscuring the criteria for what constitutes 

legitimate action in the realm of security and defence. The analysis 

showed how these discursive changes opened new spaces of ambiguity—

enabling the introduction of novel practices and facilitating the 

reconfiguration and new types of legitimation of soldiering policies. 

The privileged position of the state in security thinking has been 

extensively debated in security studies (e.g., Buzan, 1991; Deudney, 1990; 

Krause & Williams, 1996; McSweeney, 1999; Tuchman Mathews, 1989; 

Ullman, 1983; Walt, 1991). In the Swedish case, the analysis shows that 

even as the security concept was rearticulated, military threats to state 

sovereignty remained the dominant concern. The discursive expansion 

unfolded within a structured hierarchy of concerns—the broadened 

agenda did not displace the traditional conception but rather coexisted 

with it and was layered onto it. 

This finding reflects a pattern long critiqued by critical and feminist 

security scholars: that even broadened security agendas tend to reproduce 

the state as the primary referent object and preserve militarised logics 

(e.g., Enloe, 2000; Krause & Williams, 1996; McSweeney, 1999; Tickner, 

1992; Young, 2003). In Sweden, the rearticulation added new meanings 

around the enduring military state-centric core, but without 

fundamentally challenging its central assumptions. Instead, a state-

focused, military-oriented foundation was reaffirmed. The discourse 

explicitly echoed a Hobbesian logic, positioning the military defence of 

the state as the necessary condition for securing other referent objects. 

This underlying hierarchy became particularly visible in the wake of 

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. In Sweden, it prompted a rapid 

reallocation of resources, a renewed focus on territorial defence and the 

reactivation of conscription—now with expanded authority to access all 

young citizens, regardless of gender, for national defence training. While 

the broader conceptualisation of security remained in place, its 

subordinate status relative to traditional national defence imperatives 

became starkly apparent. 
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The dominance of national security logic within Swedish discourse was 

further evident in the central role it played in shaping how security was 

rearticulated over time. The analysis showed how unquestioned 

assumptions about national security structured the space of acceptable 

meaning. The rearticulating discourse often relied on analogies and 

comparisons with established understandings of national security, using 

it as the baseline from which new threats and policy responses were 

evaluated. 

National security functioned both as an enabler and a constraint in 

legitimising extraordinary measures. On the one hand, broader 

articulations of security created discursive space for the transformation of 

soldiering policy in response to emerging risks and responsibilities. 

Reforms that imposed significant demands or sacrifices on the population 

were legitimised not as departures from established norms, but as 

necessary adaptations grounded in principles already justified by national 

security imperatives. For example, while the law has consistently 

stipulated that individuals may only be conscripted to defend Sweden, the 

meaning of “national defence” and the range of tasks it encompasses have 

gradually been reinterpreted. Both training abroad and service abroad—

for conscripted and employed personnel alike—have become increasingly 

normalised, justified by an evolving understanding of how national 

defence is carried out in a changing security environment. 

On the other hand, national defence remained the primary discursive 

anchor for justifying exceptional measures, placing limits on the scope of 

acceptable reform. The principle that only national defence concerns can 

warrant such extraordinary obligations was frequently invoked to reject 

changes seen as extending beyond this foundational rationale. This dual 

function—expanding the discursive possibilities of reform while 

reinforcing traditional boundaries—was a recurring pattern across the 

entire period examined. 

Taken together, the analysis demonstrates how the security problem was 

repeatedly constructed and reconstructed through discursive meaning-

making processes that both enabled and constrained policy change. A core 

set of stable, largely unquestioned assumptions about national security—

particularly those tied to territorial defence and state sovereignty—

provided a foundation around which broader rearticulations could take 

place. These enduring ideas underpinned far-reaching transformations in 
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Sweden’s soldiering policy, presenting them not as radical departures but 

as necessary evolutions within an accepted security logic. 

The process of legitimation  

This dissertation has shown that the legitimacy of soldiering policies in 

democratic societies is continuously renegotiated through evolving 

discourses. The results from the Swedish case demonstrate how 

governing choices around conscript and all-volunteer models were 

legitimised through security narratives that presented them as reasonable, 

necessary and consistent with democratic values such as fairness and the 

protection of individual rights and liberties. These narratives aligned 

military policy with broader conceptions of the state–citizen relationship 

and played a central role in reshaping the Swedish security contract over 

the past three decades. 

The findings underscore that legitimation is best understood as an 

ongoing, dynamic process of meaning-making rather than a static set of 

justifications or an accumulation of normative appeals. The analysis 

showed how legitimacy was constructed through simultaneous discursive 

acts of affirmation and negation, rendering policies acceptable by 

carefully balancing competing imperatives. The analysis has also 

underscored how the construction of legitimacy involves not only 

explaining the need to reform, but also the defence of continuity.  

This discursive practice often took the form of delegitimation. Throughout 

the examined period, governing decisions were not solely legitimised 

based on their own merits; preferred policy directions were also 

legitimised by actively delegitimising alternatives. By justifying “what is” 

through the rejection of “what must not (yet) be”, policymakers have 

continuously redrawn the contours of acceptable action. These discursive 

moves build on a contrastive logic of legitimation, in which affirmative 

claims gain force through the rejection of competing alternatives.  

The discursive rejection and exclusion of what is portrayed as non-

legitimate action is a dynamic that Gieryn (1983) terms “boundary work”, 

that is, a discursive process in which governing actors draw distinctions 

between acceptable and unacceptable claims, thereby demarcating the 

limits of legitimate policy. Such discursive practices—portraying certain 

reforms as infeasible, excessive or misaligned with societal values—

offered critical insight into the evolving boundaries of what can be 

credibly justified within the Swedish security contract. 
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The dissertation showed how discursive legitimation operated as a 

process of reconciliation, linking governing decisions to normative 

principles through argumentation while managing trade-offs between 

conflicting values in ways that made those decisions appear both 

necessary and appropriate in their historical and political context. 

Ultimately, the legitimating discourse constructed meaning by weaving 

together evolving articulations of security, normative claims and value-

based reasoning into persuasive narratives through which political 

decisions became intelligible and acceptable. 

This dissertation has demonstrated that legitimacy is inseparable from 

problem representation, and that legitimation unfolds through the ways 

in which policy problems are constructed. In the case examined, the 

construction of security as a policy problem conditions which responses 

are presented and perceived as reasonable and justified. While legitimacy 

scholarship has extensively examined how institutions and policies are 

justified (e.g., Suchman, 1995; Steffek, 2003; Tallberg & Zürn, 2019a, 

2019b), it often takes the articulation of policy problems as given or 

focuses more on the justification of authority than on how specific policy 

problems are themselves constructed and rendered legitimate. 

Conversely, scholars in the problematisation of problems tradition (e.g., 

Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016) have shown how policy problems 

are discursively constituted, but have paid less attention to how 

governing choices are legitimised and stabilised within democratic 

settings. Securitisation theory (Buzan et al., 1998; Wæver, 1995a, 1995b) 

has demonstrated how the construction of security as a policy problem 

can legitimise extraordinary measures that would not otherwise be 

acceptable in a democratic society (Buzan et al., 1998; Wæver, 1995a, 

1995b). However, while this framework highlights the importance of 

audience acceptance, it offers limited insight into how that acceptance is 

generated, sustained over time, or how the boundaries of what a political 

community will accept in terms of exceptional measures are negotiated 

and defined. 

This dissertation has bridged these approaches by focusing on 

legitimation as a discursive process. In doing so, it offers a more 

comprehensive and integrated theoretical framework for understanding 

how soldiering policies are rendered acceptable in democratic societies 

over time—through the continuous co-construction and renegotiation of 

security narratives, recruitment models and the state–citizen relationship. 
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Existing scholarship on military manpower systems has extensively 

examined the historical and institutional foundations that shape why 

states adopt particular recruitment models (e.g., Galston, 2003; Haltiner, 

1998; Leander, 2004; Moskos, 1970; Poutvaara & Wagener, 2007a, 2007b; 

Toronto & Cohn, 2020). Other strands of the literature have debated 

manpower systems in terms of their normative justifiability (e.g., 

D’Amato, 1975; Galston, 2003; Nozick, 1974; Sandel, 2018; Sartorius, 1981; 

Simmons, 1979; Rawls, 1971, 1999) or assessed them based on their 

military effectiveness and strategic utility (e.g., Poutvaara & Wagener, 

2007a, 2007b; Toronto & Cohn, 2020). 

Neither perspective alone, however, fully captures how soldiering models 

are actually chosen, maintained and rendered legitimate over time. By 

analysing how legitimacy is actively constructed, this dissertation 

advances a dynamic approach to understanding how soldiering policies 

gain and sustain public acceptance in democratic contexts. It emphasises 

that democratic support for manpower systems depends not on the 

inherent superiority of either conscription or all-volunteer forces, but on 

how these models are designed, justified and aligned with prevailing 

societal values and expectations. Legitimacy in practice is not reducible to 

historical factors, abstract principles or instrumental outcomes; it is 

continuously reproduced through discursive meaning-making. 

This study further contributes by moving beyond the static and binary 

framing of conscription versus all-volunteer forces. The Swedish case 

illustrates how democratic societies navigate the enduring tension 

between military effectiveness and public legitimacy in contexts where 

coercion and choice are not mutually exclusive, but coexist and are 

combined in evolving ways. The analysis demonstrates how policymakers 

balance competing imperatives—such as security, fairness, civic 

obligation, individual rights and economic constraints—both within and 

across manpower models, adapting these systems over time to maintain 

democratic legitimacy and broad societal support. 

As anticipated, the results from the Swedish case showed that the 

normative foundations of legitimation practices were primarily grounded 

in a balance between military rationality and democratic values—

particularly the tension between national defence needs and individual 

rights. The principle of proportionality was frequently invoked as a key 

justification for both policy change and continuity. In this context, the 

articulation of security served as the overarching lens through which 
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proportionality was assessed, shaping how infringements on individual 

rights could be presented as necessary and acceptable. 

While economic and socio-political arguments were also presented, they 

tended to serve as supplementary rationales rather than standalone 

justifications. The analysis further showed that the relative weight of these 

supporting arguments shifted in response to evolving societal values and 

changing articulations of the security problem. During periods of low 

perceived military threat, the discourse became more cost-focused and 

politicised. There was greater openness to debate and a reduced emphasis 

on broad consensus. However, following Russia’s aggression against 

Ukraine, a more traditional securitised logic returned—defence spending 

increased rapidly, consensus was re-emphasised and legal obligations 

were reasserted. 

Moreover, since the mid-1990s, arguments supporting conscription on the 

basis of broader civic benefits—such as national integration, civic 

education or social cohesion—largely disappeared from the discourse. 

These claims lost traction, likely due to shifting societal norms, in which 

such “side benefits” were no longer seen as legitimate grounds for 

infringing on individual liberty. Their decline also reflected a changing 

policy context in which the reduced number of conscripts made these 

claims increasingly implausible. 

The findings reveal two distinct modes of legitimation in Swedish security 

discourse: (1) speaking to, where authorities make direct legitimacy claims, 

and (2) speaking for, where authorities present themselves as articulating 

societal views. These two practices operated in tandem to construct 

legitimacy. 

The first and dominant mode consists of explicit claims about what is 

reasonable, acceptable and necessary, rooted in prevailing security 

narratives. Through such discursive actions, governing decisions were 

aligned with established social norms and values, lending credibility and 

helping to secure public support. These arguments frequently emphasised 

the expected benefits of reforms, underscored their necessity and 

demonstrated how immediate measures were tied to broader or long-term 

objectives. 

This form of legitimation also functioned as a way of signalling 

responsiveness. Authorities pre-empted potential criticism and actively 

addressed counterarguments. These discursive moves can be understood 
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as helping to manage dissent, projecting an image of attentive governance 

and reinforcing the perception that governing decisions were not only 

authoritative but also responsive to diverse perspectives, thereby giving 

the process an “as if” negotiated character. 

The findings also show that the discursive mode of “speaking to” assigned 

roles and responsibilities as part of legitimation practices. One strand of 

legitimacy claims drew on the state’s foundational duty, derived from the 

social contract, to act as the guarantor of security. The state’s core 

responsibilities were described as ensuring national defence, maintaining 

readiness for potential threats and managing public resources wisely. 

These claims integrated immediate policy justifications with broader 

affirmations of the state’s role, presenting reforms as extensions of existing 

societal agreements. For example, the decision not to abolish conscription 

was legitimated as an expression of the state’s responsibility to safeguard 

future defence capacity. Similarly, the expansion of the state’s role in 

societal security was justified by arguing that the state must strengthen its 

ability to protect the population in peacetime. 

Beyond the state, the discourse also assigned roles and responsibilities to 

public and private actors, as well as to citizens. Security was consistently 

presented not only as a task for the state, but as a collective undertaking 

in which participation was framed as a civic duty. The discourse 

frequently emphasised the need for citizens and societal actors to 

contribute to national resilience—whether through home preparedness 

for war, awareness of security risks when travelling abroad or symbolic 

acts such as “supporting the troops”. These discursive moves can be 

understood as a means of maintaining legitimacy by managing 

expectations and reinforcing the idea that security and resilience are 

collective responsibilities that do not rest solely with the state. 

The findings thus show that legitimation operated through a dual 

movement: by assigning responsibilities both downward to citizens and 

societal actors, and upward to the state itself. By combining the 

articulation of citizen roles with affirmations of the state’s authority and 

responsibility, the discourse constructs a cohesive narrative that renders 

soldiering policies acceptable within the democratic political community. 

In addition, the findings reveal a second distinct legitimation practice, 

characterised by claims about what the public is believed to find 

reasonable or acceptable. Rather than asserting the authority’s own 
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position, this practice adopts a spokesperson role, presenting presumed 

public preferences such as the level of security citizens demand, the costs 

they are willing to bear and the principles underpinning their willingness 

to defend the country. It delineates which policies the public is expected 

to accept and support, and which are likely to be rejected. These claims 

also often invoke specific societal groups, such as soldiers, their families 

or veterans. 

This form of legitimation constructs the image of a democratic and 

inclusive process in which diverse societal interests are acknowledged 

and balanced. It also suggests a more distributed sense of responsibility, 

portraying the state not as a unilateral decision-maker, but as a mediator 

of collective interests. By emphasising the negotiation of competing 

demands, the discourse presents governing decisions as aligned with the 

common good. This practice can be understood both as a strategic effort 

to secure public support and as a reflection of assumptions about how 

policies will be perceived and evaluated by the population. 

Taken together, the analysis shows that legitimation in Swedish security 

policy discourse operated through a multifaceted repertoire of discursive 

practices. By tracing how governing actors articulated security, combined 

direct and representative legitimacy claims with contrastive boundary 

work, and continually reconciled competing values, the dissertation 

advances our understanding of how soldiering policies achieve and 

sustain legitimacy in democratic societies.  

Willing or forced – willing to be forced? 

This dissertation began with a pivotal question that every democratic 

society must confront: What constitutes a legitimate way of soldiering the 

armed forces? Addressing this question requires balancing the collective 

interest in national security with the protection of individual life, rights 

and autonomy, while also considering how the burdens of national 

defence can be fairly distributed. 

The Swedish case illustrates the broader policy dilemmas that democratic 

states face today in designing military service systems that are both 

legitimate and sustainable.  

Traditional systems of universal male conscription are internally equitable 

but highly resource-intensive and, in contemporary societies, often 

viewed as a disproportionate infringement on individual autonomy and 
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as incompatible with modern norms of gender equality, rendering them 

politically difficult to sustain outside large-scale conflict scenarios. 

All-volunteer forces (AVFs) avoid legal coercion but raise concerns about 

fairness, as the burdens of service become asymmetrically distributed and 

may fall disproportionately on those with fewer socioeconomic 

opportunities. AVFs have also often struggled to meet personnel needs, 

particularly during periods of heightened demand. 

Partial conscription reduces coercion and costs, but it also raises fairness 

concerns insofar as only a subset of eligible citizens is called to serve while 

others are exempt. 

In the Swedish case, the legitimacy of recruitment and soldiering policies 

has been a central and consistent concern. This dissertation demonstrates 

that, in democratic societies, the design of military manpower systems is 

never merely a policy choice; the central challenge lies in what makes the 

public willing to fight in and alongside the armed forces. When large 

segments of the population are unwilling to undertake military service, 

volunteer systems falter for the same reasons that conscription becomes 

politically untenable. 

As discussed in the theory chapter, motivations for action and rule 

compliance are commonly categorised into three broad types: fear of 

punishment or coercion, cost–benefit calculation and adherence grounded 

in legitimacy beliefs (e.g., Kratochwil, 1984; Steffek, 2003). 

Sweden’s current hybrid manpower system—combining conscription and 

voluntary service—reflects a blend of all three motivational logics. It relies 

on coercive legal authority, instrumental incentives and, crucially, on 

fostering a societal norm that participation in defence is a civic duty. 

Conscription is anchored in legal enforcement. However, in democratic 

societies, it cannot rely on fear of punishment or coercion alone. Its 

viability depends on legitimacy—that is, on a shared belief that the state 

has the right to make such demands of its citizens. Historically, these 

legitimacy beliefs have been closely tied to the articulation of national 

security. Importantly, in this context, it is not state power itself that 

motivates compliance, but the logic of the social contract (e.g., Levi & 

Sacks, 2009; Torgler, 2003a). Participation in national defence has been 

constructed as a civic duty rooted in shared interests and reciprocal 

responsibilities between the state and its citizens—an expression of 
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collective self-defence against external threats. From this perspective, 

individuals accept measures such as conscription because they 

understand them as necessary for their own protection and for the defence 

of what they value and hold dear (Young, 1990, 2003).  

The Swedish term for conscription, värnplikt—literally “defence duty”—

embodies the notion that participation in national defence is a civic 

responsibility grounded in the reciprocal rights and obligations of 

citizenship.99 Conceptually, a duty denotes a moral obligation to perform 

a specific act, either universally or under particular conditions. The 

motivation to act, however, may originate from different sources: it can be 

externally imposed through institutional power or internally grounded in 

moral conviction and civic identification (e.g., Tyler, 2006a, 2006b; Frazier, 

1998). 

In the context of military service, the distinction between felt duty and 

forced duty is crucial, since individuals’ attitudes towards service—and 

their experience of fulfilling it—are shaped by the underlying source of 

motivation for their actions. When participation in national defence is 

internalised as a moral duty, individuals are guided by a sense of personal 

responsibility. In such cases, conscription is not experienced merely as a 

legal imposition, but as a self-endorsed obligation.  

When individuals are driven by internal motivation, the need for external 

incentives diminishes. Conversely, in the absence of intrinsic motivation, 

action becomes more dependent on coercion or material inducements. 

This suggests that when national defence is understood as a civic duty, 

individuals are more likely to regard conscription as legitimate and to 

volunteer for service in the armed forces. When duty is felt, military 

service may be experienced as a personal choice, voluntarily undertaken 

despite being legally required. In such cases, internal and external 

motivations align and reinforce one another, producing compliance 

grounded as much in conviction as in law. 

This dissertation has shown that, in the Swedish case, conscription neither 

disappeared nor remained its old self. Sweden has operated on the 

enduring assumption that the ability to conscript soldiers—and to impose 

other legal obligations—must be preserved to safeguard national defence 

capacity. As Sweden’s soldiering model has evolved over the past three 

                                                           
99 The term “värnplikt” is derived from the verb “värna,” meaning to defend, guard or protect, and “plikt,” 

meaning duty. 
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decades, a key constraint on policy change has therefore been the need to 

sustain public belief in the legitimacy of conscription and to uphold the 

societal norm that participation in national defence, when required, 

constitutes a civic duty. The findings further demonstrate that an 

internalised sense of duty to contribute to national defence has not been 

regarded as self-evident, but as a societal norm that must be actively 

cultivated, maintained and continuously reinforced through political 

discourse and institutional practice. 

In Sweden, the policy of universal male conscription long served as both 

a symbol of collective responsibility and a mechanism for integrating the 

armed forces with society at large. These dual functions were understood 

to foster a sense of civic duty, strengthening the population’s willingness 

to participate in national defence and, in turn, sustaining the legitimacy of 

compulsory service. Conscription has thus been expected to create a 

positive feedback loop in which external enforcement reinforced internal 

motivation, deepening the population’s perceived moral obligation to 

serve. 

Departing from this, efforts to sustain the legitimacy of conscription over 

time combined continuity with adaptation. Normative appeals to 

participation in national defence as a civic duty remained a consistent and 

prominent feature of Sweden’s security and defence discourse. At the 

same time, the meaning and function of conscription—under what 

circumstances it applied, to whom and in what form—were repeatedly 

redefined. This reflects an ongoing recalibration of the balance between 

individual rights, civic obligations and collective defence in order to 

maintain the legitimacy of the soldiering model. Such recalibration was 

further enabled by legal reforms that granted the Swedish government 

greater discretion to activate, suspend or modify different components of 

the Total Defence duty as circumstances required. 

The legitimacy of Sweden’s current conscription model remains anchored 

in the principle that participation in national defence constitutes a 

universal civic duty. Its selective application is, in turn, discursively 

legitimated as a means of maintaining proportionality between security 

needs and the protection of individual rights. Legitimacy is further 

reinforced through the model’s gender neutrality and its approach of 

enlisting the willing first. On these grounds, the system is presented as 

minimising coercion and reconciling the principle of civic duty with 

liberal-democratic norms of individual autonomy. Within this framework, 
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fairness is defined not by equal participation, but by an equally low risk 

of being called to serve against one’s will. 

This application of conscription—partial, selective and designed to attract 

individuals who express an interest in serving—has gained growing 

traction internationally (e.g., Jonsson et al., 2024; Besch & Westgaard, 

2024). Sweden and Norway100 (Österberg, Nilsson & Hellum, 2020) both 

employ selective assessment processes that give precedence to individuals 

motivated to serve, combined with a gender-neutral duty that ensures a 

broad and diverse pool from which enlistment quotas can be filled once 

volunteers alone are insufficient. 

The Estonian constitution requires all male citizens, except those deemed 

medically unfit, to perform military service. In practice, however, only a 

fraction of the eligible population is conscripted each year. Individuals 

who apply to serve voluntarily may indicate preferences regarding the 

timing and location of their service, giving them a degree of control over 

when their service is undertaken. Typically, about half of all conscripts 

have volunteered, while the remainder are selected based on various 

criteria to ensure alignment with the operational needs of the Estonian 

Defence Forces (Jonsson et al., 2024).101  

In contrast, Denmark102(Ahmatović, 2024; Fonnesbæk Andersen, 2009; 

Jørgensen & Breitenbauch, 2008; Nezirevic, 2024), Latvia103(Andžāns, 

2025) and Lithuania104 (Lithuanian Armed Forces, n.d.) also gives priority 

to motivated individuals, but ultimately rely on a non-competitive lottery 

                                                           
100 In Norway, conscripts receive substantial monetary compensation during their service as well as a 

lump-sum payment upon completion. Military service is selective, and competition for places among 

young people is relatively high. Many view service as a valuable experience and a potential “stepping-

stone” for future career opportunities (Österberg, Nilsson & Hellum, 2020). 
101 The Estonian government has announced plans to increase the annual intake of conscripts to 4,000 by 

2026 and to extend the standard service period from eight to eleven months for most branches of the 

armed forces (ERR, October 15, 2022). 
102 In Denmark, most conscripts have completed only four months of basic training and nearly all 

conscripts enter service by choice. In 2024, the Danish government announced reforms to extend the 

service period to eleven months and to include women in the draft, citing evolving security needs and a 

commitment to gender equality. Under certain conditions, foreign nationals are also eligible to serve 

(Ahmatović, 2024; Fonnesbæk Andersen, 2009; Jørgensen & Breitenbauch, 2008; Nezirevic, 2024). 
103 In Latvia, all men aged 18 to 27 are required to serve. Conscripts may choose between completing 11 

months of duty in the National Armed Forces or the National Guard, or five years in the National Guard 

Reserve. Women may volunteer. The first two call-ups following the reintroduction of conscription in 

2023 were filled entirely by volunteers; however, future intakes will include randomly selected conscripts. 
104 In Lithuania, conscripts serve for either six or nine months, and the majority of eligible men enlist 

voluntarily. To encourage participation, Lithuania offers financial incentives to those who join the service 

of their own accord. To fill any remaining quotas, a computerised lottery system randomly selects 

additional men deemed fit for service, who are then called to muster (Lithuanian Armed Forces, n.d.). 
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system that randomly selects eligible men who meet basic fitness and 

service requirements.   

In November 2025, the German coalition government approved a revised 

manpower model. Under the draft legislation, military service will 

initially remain voluntary, but mandatory mustering for young men will 

be reintroduced alongside improved service conditions and 

remuneration. The legislation also includes a provision allowing for 

compulsory service if voluntary enlistment fails to meet the military’s 

personnel requirements.105 Explaining the rationale behind this approach, 

Defence Minister Boris Pistorius stated:  

Other European countries, especially Nordic ones, have shown that 

the principle of voluntary service combined with attractiveness 

works — and I expect it to be the same here. (Kinkartz, 2025) 

Across these cases, the specific institutional arrangements differ, but they 

share a common logic: fostering voluntary participation within 

conscription-based frameworks through opt-in procedures. 

Both the discourse of civic duty and the opt-in approach function as 

strategies to sustain legitimacy and internal motivation for participation 

in national defence. Appeals to civic duty mobilise norms of collective self-

defence and mutual responsibility, constructing participation as a moral 

act. The prioritisation of volunteers, in turn, reinforces a sense of 

individual agency and rests on the assumption that those who choose to 

serve are less likely to perceive military service as coercive or partial 

conscription as unjust. Together, these intertwined logics reconfigure 

coercion as choice, reconciling legal obligation with democratic ideals and 

thereby reinforcing the legitimacy of conscription.  

As seen in the Swedish case—and illustrated in the quote above—this 

approach to conscription is sometimes described as “voluntary 

conscription”. In democratic societies, where legitimacy rests on public 

consent, models that emphasise voluntarism are politically appealing 

because they appear to align state authority with individual agency. Yet 

the notion of “voluntary conscription” is, at its core, an oxymoron. It 

represents an approach in which individuals are encouraged to opt into a 

system that ultimately rests on legal obligation. What such models achieve 

is not the elimination of coercion, but its transformation, reshaping how 

                                                           
105 A move toward compulsory service is dependent on a separate decision by the Riksdag. 

https://www.dw.com/en/boris-pistorius/t-66121275
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the legal obligation is subjectively experienced and normatively justified 

within the democratic security contract. 

Experiences from several countries also reveal the practical limitations of 

such opt-in conscription models when confronted with rising personnel 

demands. As enlistment targets expand, voluntarism becomes 

increasingly constrained by the structural logic of defence preparedness. 

When voluntary enlistment proves insufficient, governments may 

respond by loosening recruitment criteria and expanding incentive 

structures, but more often and ultimately rely on legal obligation as the 

foundation of compliance (e.g., Ahmatović, 2024). These dynamics 

highlight the tension inherent in so-called “voluntary” conscription 

systems: while legitimated in the language of choice, individual 

willingness remains conditional and ultimately subordinate to the 

overriding imperatives of national defence. 

The broader trend indicates that states are increasingly turning to hybrid 

approaches to military staffing, blending legal obligation, civic appeals 

and market-based incentives. Such models seek to capture the strengths 

of each recruitment logic while compensating for their inherent 

weaknesses and reflect an ongoing effort to reconcile the demands of 

military effectiveness with the normative expectations of democratic 

legitimacy. 

However, evidence from other policy and institutional contexts indicates 

that the interaction between different types of incentives is inherently 

complex, marked by a tension between potentially reinforcing 

mechanisms and the risk of “crowding out” intrinsic motivation. This 

body of research highlights that actions motivated by moral conviction 

(doing the right thing) may gradually come to be viewed as instrumental 

(doing it for the money or because there is no choice). Intrinsic motivation 

is widely recognised as a powerful and sustainable source of action, yet 

one that is notoriously slow to cultivate and quick to erode. Once 

displaced, it is often difficult to restore (Bowles, 2008; Deci, 1971; Deci, 

Koestner & Ryan, 1999; Frey, 1997a, b; Sandel, 2012; Levi, 1997; Tyler, 

2006b; Titmuss, 1970). 

For states seeking to (re)introduce conscription or expand service 

obligations beyond those who voluntarily opt in, this poses a profound 

legitimacy challenge. If the belief in military service as a civic duty has 

eroded, appeals to shared responsibility may no longer resonate, 
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undermining both willingness to serve and belief in the legitimacy of 

conscription. 

These developments underscore the need for deeper empirical and 

theoretical inquiry into how different motivational mechanisms for 

soldiering interact and what specific tasks individuals are willing to take 

on under what circumstances. Legal obligation, social norms and material 

incentives are part of shaping how individuals make sense of their 

participation in the armed forces, whether they experience it as a 

legitimate sacrifice, a moral duty, a voluntary choice or a coerced 

obligation. These mechanisms may operate in synergy or in tension, and 

striking a sustainable balance between intrinsic and extrinsic motivators 

is essential to both the perceived legitimacy and the practical effectiveness 

of any soldiering model.  

Future research should therefore investigate when and how different 

motivational configurations become mutually reinforcing rather than 

contradictory. Comparative case studies could illuminate institutional 

and cultural variation, while behavioural experiments could help isolate 

causal mechanisms that are otherwise difficult to observe in real-world 

settings. 

A related area for future research concerns the relationship between the 

security contract and the broader social contract. As discussed above, Levi 

(1996) argues that behavioural consent depends not only on citizens’ 

acceptance of a specific policy trade-off but also on their belief that the 

state, more generally, upholds its side of the reciprocal relationship (Levi, 

1996, p. 134). 

In the Swedish policy discourse, the legitimacy and acceptance of defence 

obligations—citizens’ willingness to participate and make personal 

sacrifices for national defence—were closely tied to public trust in the 

state’s capacity. This was understood to extend beyond the ability to lead 

national defence efforts and provide protection to encompass confidence 

in the state’s competence in delivering public goods during peacetime. 

The “will to defend” was articulated both in terms of self-interest and as 

an emotional and moral commitment. The self-interested dimension 

represents reciprocity—the expectation that citizens defend the state 

because the state, in turn, provides security and public goods. The 

emotional and moral dimension, by contrast, was described as grounded 
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in shared values, community and a sense that what is being defended is 

genuinely worth protecting. Together, these build on the idea that 

participation in national defence is a mutual responsibility and 

meaningful because it safeguards both the tangible and normative 

foundations of society. As the security contract became more demanding, 

with rising expectations of citizen participation, it was also accompanied 

by a stronger emphasis in policy discourse on the broader social contract, 

reciprocity and the state’s societal responsibilities. 

Understanding whether and how this connection operates in practice is 

crucial for assessing how legitimacy is sustained within democratic 

security governance. Future studies could therefore explore both 

dimensions: first, how variations in state performance and welfare 

provision influence public attitudes towards defence obligations and 

other civic duties; and second, how legitimacy within the security sphere 

is shaped by citizens’ broader experiences of reciprocity with the 

democratic state. Particular attention should be given to perceptions of 

fairness and mutual expectations of reciprocity, not only between state 

and citizen but also among citizens themselves. 

A possible future direction, already visible in varying forms across several 

countries, is to extend the principle of shared obligation beyond military 

service. Under such an approach, fairness rests not only on armed service 

but also on other avenues of contribution, such as civil defence, 

community service or public work, through which citizens can fulfil their 

responsibilities to the common good. These arrangements could offer a 

more inclusive and flexible way of distributing civic obligations across 

society. 

Related to this discussion, the growing prominence of Private Military and 

Security Companies (PMSCs)—such as the Wagner Group and 

Blackwater (e.g., Abrahamsen & Williams, 2011; Berndtsson, 2012; 

Krahmann, 2010, 2023)—represents an important frontier for future 

research on the security contract, though this topic has remained beyond 

the scope of this dissertation. These actors challenge the traditional 

boundaries between state and non-state provision of security, raising 

fundamental questions about where legitimate authority resides and how 

notions of duty, loyalty and accountability are redefined in hybrid 

security arrangements. Exploring these dynamics would deepen our 

understanding of how the meaning of soldiering and the social 
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foundations of security legitimacy are being transformed in contemporary 

governance. 

In conclusion, no manpower system is without trade-offs. At its core, the 

question of how to staff the armed forces concerns the state’s authority 

and the societal distribution of the military burden. This dissertation has 

shown that what is perceived as a legitimate method of recruitment 

depends on how states balance the imperatives of collective security with 

competing principles: fairness, equity, justified limitations on individual 

autonomy and economic feasibility. These tensions raise fundamental 

normative questions about which models genuinely reflect democratic 

ideals and how those ideals are defined, contested and enacted within 

specific political communities. The design of a soldiering model is far 

more than a technical or administrative choice; it is a deeply normative 

undertaking, embedded in the evolving social contract of democratic 

societies. Shifts from shared obligation to market-based participation, and 

vice versa, prompt ongoing reflection on fairness, civic responsibility, 

public costs and the meaning of democratic defence. 

As countries respond to the post-2022 security environment, the political 

trade-offs inherent in military staffing become increasingly urgent. These 

are not merely issues of defence policy. Their implications reach far 

beyond the barracks and touch on broader questions of civic duty, 

democratic legitimacy and the exercise of state authority. In confronting 

these dilemmas, democratic societies must ask not only how they are to 

be defended but also what kind of societies they aspire to be. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 
Denna avhandling undersöker hur utformningen av militär 

personalförsörjning legitimeras i demokratiska samhällen, med Sverige 

som empiriskt fall. Avhandlingen tar sig an forskningsfrågan: Hur 

legitimeras beslut om den militära personalförsörjningens utformning i 

policydokument, i en kontext där föreställningar om säkerhet och dess 

krav förändras över tid? Studien spänner över perioden 1992 till 2024. Den 

undersöker hur Sverige omvandlat och legitimerat sitt militära 

personalförsörjningssystem – från allmän manlig värnplikt, till ett system 

med alltmer selektiv värnplikt, vidare till ett system baserat på frivilligt 

rekryterad och anställd personal, och slutligen till dagens modell som 

kombinerar grundutbildning under könsneutral värnplikt med 

soldatanställningar. 

Militär personalförsörjning utgör en extraordinär samhällelig praktik som 

kräver att individer accepterar risken att både dödas och tvingas använda 

dödligt våld. I demokratiska samhällen räcker det inte att sådana 

uppoffringar är rättsligt tillåtna – de måste också uppfattas som politiskt 

legitima och accepteras av folket. Avhandlingen tar sin utgångspunkt i en 

grundläggande spänning: staten hävdar sin legitimitet genom att skydda 

medborgarna mot våld, men kräver samtidigt att medborgare riskerar 

sina liv i dess tjänst. Avhandlingen argumenterar för att legitimitet för 

militär personalförsörjningspolitik aktivt konstrueras genom 

meningsskapande diskursiva praktiker som söker förena omformulerade 

säkerhetsimperativ med demokratiska normer och militär rationalitet. 

Bidrag 

Avhandlingen gör tre sammankopplade bidrag. Det tematiska bidraget är 

att avhandlingen visar hur legitimering av militär personalförsörjning kan 

förstås som en narrativ försoningsprocess, där säkerhetsimperativ, 

demokratiska normer och militär rationalitet vävs samman till berättelser 

som gör politiska beslut både begripliga och acceptabla. Tidigare 

forskning har i stor utsträckning behandlat personalförsörjningssystem 

antingen som institutionella arrangemang att utvärdera eller som 

politiska utfall att förklara utan att systematiskt undersöka hur 

uppfattningar om legitimitet aktivt produceras, upprätthålls och utmanas 

över tid. 
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Det teoretiska bidraget utgörs av utvecklingen av säkerhetskontraktet 

som analytiskt begrepp. Genom att integrera socialkontraktsteori, 

säkerhetiseringsteori och sociologisk legitimitetsteori erbjuder 

avhandlingen ett ramverk för att förstå hur demokratiska stater hanterar 

spänningen mellan kollektivt försvar och demokratiska grundvärden — 

och hur gränserna för vad som legitimt kan krävas av medborgare i 

säkerhetens namn kontinuerligt omförhandlas. 

Avhandlingens empiriska bidrag utgörs av den första heltäckande 

longitudinella analysen av hur Sveriges personalförsörjningssystem 

utvecklats och legitimerats under mer än tre decennier av genomgripande 

institutionell omvandling: från allmän manlig värnplikt, via införandet av 

ett yrkesförsvar, till dagens hybridmodell som kombinerar könsneutral 

plikt med anställda soldater. Avhandlingen visar hur förändrade 

formuleringar av säkerhet som samhällsproblem, och skiftande 

legitimitetspraktiker, kontinuerligt har bidragit till att omdefiniera 

innebörden av och villkoren för militär tjänstgöring i Sverige. 

Metod och material 

Metodologiskt bygger avhandlingen på en kvalitativ, interpretivistisk 

textanalys av policydokument, med analytiskt fokus på diskursiva 

legitimerings- och delegitimeringsprocesser. Det empiriska materialet 

utgörs av centrala svenska säkerhets- och försvarspolitiska dokument 

producerade under fyra analytiska perioder, var och en motsvarande en 

betydande förändring av landets militära personalförsörjningsmodell: 

• 1992–1998: Skiftet från allmän till en alltmer selektiv manlig 

värnplikt 

• 1999–2008: Införandet av en så kallad moderniserad plikt 

• 2009–2012: Övergången till ett personalförsörjningssystem 

baserat enbart på frivilligt rekryterad och anställd personal samt 

en vilande och könsneutral värnplikt 

• 2013–2024: Återaktiverandet av en nu könsneutral värnplikt och 

införandet av en personalförsörjningsmodell som kombinerar 

utbildning under plikt med soldatanställning  
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Teoretiskt ramverk och begreppet säkerhetskontraktet 

Teoretiskt integrerar avhandlingen tre perspektiv: socialkontraktsteori, 

säkerhetiseringsteori och sociologisk legitimitetsteori. 

Avhandlingen börjar från Thomas Hobbes samhällskontraktsteori. Dess 

relevans ligger i att den synliggör säkerhetens grundläggande dubbelhet 

i relationen mellan stat och medborgare. Å ena sidan utgör statens löfte 

om skydd en central grund för politisk auktoritet. Å andra sidan kan 

samma säkerhetslogik legitimera krav på att medborgarna avstår från 

grundläggande friheter och åtar sig långtgående skyldigheter i utbyte mot 

detta skydd. Denna spänning är särskilt central inom den militära 

personalförsörjningen, där statens skyldighet att skydda medborgarna 

sammanfaller med dess anspråk på att kunna kräva deras tjänstgöring och 

ytterst deras beredskap att riskera livet för det politiska samfundet. 

Det teoretiska ramverket bygger vidare på perspektiv som 

problematiserar säkerhetsdiskurs och, mer specifikt, de demokratiska 

implikationerna av ett hobbesianskt sätt att resonera om säkerhet och 

politisk auktoritet. Här intar säkerhetiseringsteorin en central position. 

Med utgångspunkt i ett konstruktivistiskt perspektiv synliggör teorin hur 

förståelsen av säkerhet inte är given, utan formas genom historiskt och 

politiskt situerade artikulationer. Därigenom bidrar den till att förklara 

hur vissa konstruktioner av osäkerhet och hot kan få särskilda 

styrningspraktiker att framstå som nödvändiga, acceptabla och legitima, 

däribland de extraordinära skyldigheter som militär tjänstgöring innebär. 

Säkerhetiseringsteorin är emellertid i första hand inriktad på hur frågor 

artikuleras som säkerhetsproblem och hur extraordinära åtgärder 

därigenom framställs som nödvändiga och begripliga svar. Detta är 

centralt för förståelsen av säkerhetsdiskursens politiska kraft, men teorin 

erbjuder få redskap för att analysera hur politisk förändring blir möjlig i 

konkreta empiriska sammanhang. Framförallt ger den inte verktygen för 

att undersöka hur den sociala acceptans som möjliggör och vidmakthåller 

genomförandet av extraordinära åtgärder i en demokrati etableras, 

upprätthålls och omformas över tid. 

Ramverket vänder sig därför till samtida politisk legitimitetsteori, särskilt 

sociologisk legitimitetsteori, för att begreppsliggöra den sociala acceptans 

som säkerhetiseringsteorin ofta förutsätter snarare än analyserar på 

djupet. Inom sociologisk legitimitetsteori förstås legitimitet som ett socialt 

faktum, grundat i föreställningar om att maktutövningen är berättigad. 
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Legitimering och delegitimering analyseras i sin tur som processer genom 

vilka sådana föreställningar etableras, upprätthålls, utmanas och 

omformas. Perspektivet är centralt för att förstå varför medborgare i 

demokratiska samhällen kan acceptera och rätta sig efter statliga krav 

utan direkt tvång, även när dessa innebär betydande personliga 

uppoffringar såsom militär tjänstgöring. 

Dessa perspektiv sammanfogas till ett analytiskt ramverk centrerat kring 

begreppet säkerhetskontraktet — en metafor för den implicita, 

föränderliga relationen där statens och medborgarnas ömsesidiga 

förpliktelser inom säkerhetsdomänen kontinuerligt omförhandlas. 

Ramverket möjliggör en analys av hur synen på säkerhet förändras, hur 

detta öppnar upp för nya betydelser av vad som kan krävas av 

medborgarna och staten, samt hur gränserna för vad som uppfattas som 

legitim militär personalförsörjning omförhandlas. I avhandlingen 

argumenteras för att säkerhet är ett begrepp som bör förstås utifrån tre 

sammanlänkade komponenter: säkerhetshot, skyddsobjekt samt medlen 

för att upprätthålla säkerhet. Från denna sammanlänkade definition av 

vad säkerhet ”är” skapas uppfattningar om vad säkerhet ”kräver”. För att 

legitimera militär personalförsörjning måste argument kring vad säkerhet 

är och kräver balanseras mot demokratiska normer och andra värden. 

Avhandlingen identifierar dessa legitimerings- och 

delegitimeringsprocesser, vilka argument som framförs, vilka normer och 

värderingar dessa argument grundas på, samt hur olika dimensioner vägs 

mot varandra och sammanfogas. 

Resultat 

Avhandlingens empiriska analys visar att legitimeringen av 

personalförsörjningspolitiken i Sverige sedan kalla krigets slut har 

präglats av både kontinuitet och förändring. Militärt försvar mot hot mot 

statens suveränitet har utgjort kärnan i förståelsen av vad som utgör 

säkerhet. Samtidigt har säkerhetsbegreppet breddats påtagligt till 

hottyper såsom terrorism, cyberhot och samhällskriser och de 

traditionella gränserna mellan inre och yttre säkerhet, civil och militär sfär 

samt freds- och krigstida ansvar har blivit alltmer flytande. 

Avhandlingen visar att den diskursiva legitimeringen av den militära 

personalförsörjningen utgör en balanseringsprocess, där legitimitet 

konstrueras genom att säkerhetsimperativ, demokratiska värden och 

militär rationalitet vävs samman på ett sätt som presenterar beslut som 
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både nödvändiga och ändamålsenliga i sitt historiska och politiska 

sammanhang. Beslut rättfärdigas inte enbart genom att framhålla deras 

förtjänster, utan också genom aktiv delegitimering av alternativa 

lösningar. Legitimeringen sker genom två kompletterande diskursiva 

praktiker: dels genom direkta legitimitetsanspråk, där beslut 

argumenteras för och försvaras, dels genom representativa anspråk, där 

allmänhetens förmodade preferenser åberopas som tolkningsgrund. 

Utvecklingen av Sveriges militära personalförsörjning utmanar 

framställningen av värnplikt och frivillighet som binära, ömsesidigt 

uteslutande modeller. I Sverige har plikt och frivillighet i allt större 

utsträckning kombinerats och har kontinuerligt konfigurerats om. Den 

könsneutrala värnplikten har formellt inneburit en mer symmetrisk 

fördelning av skyldigheter mellan könen – men paradoxalt nog tjänstgör 

i praktiken en mindre andel av de pliktskyldiga, eftersom endast ett urval 

faktiskt kallas in. 

I den omfattande reformeringen av den militära personalförsörjningen 

som genomförts under de senaste tre decennierna har vikten av att 

bibehålla försvarets folkförankring och medborgarnas försvarsvilja varit 

central. Normen att deltagande i det nationella försvaret utgör en 

medborgerlig plikt har inte tagits för given, utan har aktivt odlats och 

kontinuerligt bekräftats i policytexter. Avhandlingen visar hur den 

nuvarande svenska modellen förenar pliktlagstiftning och appeller till 

medborgerlig pliktkänsla med materiella incitament, samtidigt som den – 

genom att prioritera de som anmäler intresse att tjänstgöra – odlar en 

upplevelse av frivilligt deltagande inom ett i grunden pliktbaserat system. 

I en tid av förnyad militarisering och tilltagande rekryteringsutmaningar 

i stora delar av västvärlden talar avhandlingens resultat till bredare frågor 

om hur demokratiska samhällen kan bygga militär kapacitet utan att 

undergräva säkerhetskontraktets normativa grundvalar. 
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