
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nord Stream 2 – A Pipeline Connecting Geopolitics and 

Geoeconomics? 

A qualitative content analysis of Sweden’s perception of and response to the Nord Stream 2 project 

 

 

Sarah Markgren 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Master thesis  

Master’s program in Politics and War 

Spring 2018 

Supervisor: Ronnie Hjorth 

Word count: 14 948 



 

Abstract 

This Master thesis takes its point of departure in the contemporary debate on the separation of 

the foreign policy strategies geopolitics and geoeconomics. Contrary to previous literature 

which analyzes geostrategies from the perspective of the operating state, this study offers a 

different perspective by shedding light on how the target (state) perceives and respond to a 

particular geostrategy. In doing so, it attempts to understand why a target treats a commercial 

project as geopolitics despite the project’s manifest geoeconomic character. By looking at 

Sweden’s geopolitical approach regarding the building of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, the aim 

is to challenge a theoretical framework on geoeconomics and geopolitics which theorizes that 

certain geostrategies give rise to pre-determined behavioral paths. The method employed is a 

qualitative content analysis that uses open-coding to capture the essence of the Swedish 

parliament’s approach to the issue. Based on the analysis, there are signs of both geopolitical 

and geoeconomic effects with regards to the Swedish behavior. Territorial concerns regarding 

Slite port and increased energy dependence on Russia were in particular articulated throughout 

the debate as ways to block the pipeline. These frames were, however, to a large extent based 

on Russia’s previous aggressive behavior in Ukraine in 2014. This finding suggests that 

geostrategies cannot be fully understood without placing them in relation to crucial previous 

events. Ultimately, although an operation is geoeconomic by nature, the target may identify it 

as geopolitics if the operating state has displayed aggressive behavior in the past. Geopolitics 

and geoeconomics are as a result difficult to separate as distinct foreign policy strategies.  
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1 Introduction 
In the twenty-first century, the means through which states strive to achieve certain strategic 

foreign policy objectives are dissolving and taking new shape. Since the end of the Cold War, 

there has been a shift away from military power in inter-state relations to more sophisticated 

methods that employ economic instruments. In the international relations field, this shift in 

foreign policy means has sparked a lively debate on geoeconomics, a subtle foreign policy 

strategy commonly contrasted to traditional geopolitics (Brattberg, 2016).  

Coined in the intersection between the waning importance of military power in the wake 

of the Cold War and the rise of globalization in the 1990s, geoeconomics has become an 

increasingly accurate way of describing current forms of warfare. Unlike geopolitics, this 

strategy does not use military force as the primary instrument to gain relative advantages in the 

international realm (Luttwak, 1990: 17). Instead of “hard” power which follows a geopolitical 

grammar, states utilize commercial instruments such as foreign direct investments (FDI), 

supply and demand chains, exploitation of natural resources and foreign aid in order to lie one 

step ahead of their adversaries (Brattberg, 2016). Being a rather new phenomenon that is an 

integral part of the liberal system of economic interaction, states have had difficulties to identify 

this new type of geostrategy. By not confronting states with military power, the approach does 

not come across as traditional geopolitics which historically has set the boundaries for war and 

conflict. Giving rise to both inducements and punishments in terms of for instance price cuts as 

well as threats of cut-offs, geoeconomics has thus a tendency to generate both proponents and 

opponents among states as well as within the internal structure of states (Vihma and Wigell, 

2016: 378).  

In the contemporary era there has been a wide range of operations adopting this strategic 

element, however, one of the most controversial operations has been the forthcoming building 

of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline (NS2) that is planned to be implemented in 2019. Pursued by the 

Russian-state owned gas company Gazprom, the aim of the project is to transport natural gas 

from Russia to Germany across the Baltic Sea. As the building and operating of the previous 

pipeline Nord Stream 1 (NS1) became a success, a similar project is seen as both economically 

and technically feasible (Gazprom, 2018; Nord Stream, 2018). Motivated by the declining 

supply of domestic energy within the European Union (EU), the NS2 project is supposed to 

ensure continued energy security within the Union (Nord Stream 2, 2018). However, despite 

promises for reliable, sustainable and affordable natural gas in times of energy deficits within 

Europe, the project has been immensely controversial in terms of its implications for in 
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particular national security, the environment and energy autonomy. Among European states, 

the project has more or less divided states in a pro- and against pipeline camp in which states 

are either emphasizing the benefits of the project or voicing concerns regarding increased 

energy dependence on Russia (Paraskova, 2017). 

Planned to cross the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of Sweden, the NS2 project sparked 

a heated debate in the Swedish political landscape in 2016. In particular, the debate was spurred 

by the opposition parties, whom criticized the incumbent government for not taking a stronger 

stance on the issue. Although being cautious in voicing its concerns in the initial stage, the 

government did in fact adopt a more reluctant approach as the project unfolded (Gotkowska 

and Szymański, 2016). Concerns have mainly been raised in relation to the potential leasing or 

utilization of Swedish ports to facilitate the project as well as increased energy dependence on 

Russia. From a legal perspective, Sweden have had difficulties to block the pipeline due to the 

fact that the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea gives states the legal right to lay 

down submarine cables or pipelines on sea beds (Oceans and Law of the Sea United Nations, 

2018). Despite legal constrains though, the Swedish parliament has expressed its deepest 

concerns and willingness to block the pipeline via the EU (Prot. 2016/17: 22).   

Despite Sweden’s political orientation towards the West and its sometime outspoken 

criticism of the Russian regime, it is quite remarkable that NS2 gave rise to such a strongly 

politicized debate in the Swedish political landscape. Taking the form of a commercial project 

aimed at selling natural gas to Europe, NS2 does not correspond to the geopolitical 

characteristics of military aggression which emphasizes force and advancement on a map 

(Marklund, 2015: 249). Clearly aligned with geoeconomics, the project should either have been 

framed as a pure commercial issue and/or sparked a slight level of politicization with regards 

to the projects implications for in particular energy autonomy (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 606). 

Although the latter indeed occurred, it is also evident that NS2 had a military dimension in the 

Swedish debate. This is puzzling as it seems like Sweden perceived NS2 as geoeconomics as 

well as geopolitics, although the project in itself was a manifestation of geoeconomics. This 

begs the question: Why did Sweden return to traditional geopolitical thinking, although the 

project had a commercial aspect? As a matter of fact, NS2 resembles a commercial project in 

many instances, but this does not exclude the possibility that the pipeline can be a covert foreign 

policy strategy with the purpose to gain relative advantages in the international arena. The 

approaches to foreign policy are not what they once were, but they are changing in the twenty-

first century. In a globalizing world order, foreign policy strategies penetrate and take advantage 

of a wide range of domains, ranging from military to commercial. Apart from conventional 
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warfare, states must be prepared that seemingly ordinary investments or commercial projects 

can be disguised foreign policy tools with a hidden agenda, although they still of course can be 

exactly what they claim to be (Vihma and Wigell, 2016: 381). 

 

1.1 Research problem and purpose 
The overarching research problem motivating this thesis is to understand why a state perceives 

and respond to a commercial project in geopolitical manner, despite the project’s inclination 

towards geoeconomics. In order to address this puzzle, the study uses the deviant case of 

Sweden in relation to the building of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline. By shedding light on the 

Swedish parliament’s perception of and response to the project, the aim is to challenge Wigell 

and Vihma’s (2016) theoretical framework which theorizes that certain geostrategies give rise 

to pre-determined behavioral paths. Ultimately, the thesis hopes to provide new insights to the 

burgeoning literature on geostrategies. The following three research questions guides the thesis:   

 

1. How did the Swedish parliament perceive and respond to the NS2 project? 

2. What geopolitical and geoeconomic effects can be discern in the Swedish case? 

3. What enabled the parliament to look beyond the commercial side of the project and 

hence perceive the potentially strategic ambitions of it?  

 

1.2 Disposition 
This study consists of eight chapters in total including the introduction as well as the research 

problem and aim of the study. In chapter 2, the reader is introduced to the previous literature 

on geopolitics and geoeconomics, with particular emphasis on the historical evolution of the 

strategies. Moving on to chapter 3, the theoretical framework is presented as well as how the 

author plans to go about to challenge this way of theorizing. Selection of methodology, method 

and material as well as the limitations of the study motivates chapter 4. Chapter 5, provides the 

reader with a solid albeit brief background of the NS2 pipeline so that the reader gets a better 

grip of the Swedish case. The analysis of the debate protocols is presented in chapter 6 and 

builds on statements made by parliamentary officials. In chapter 7, the results from the analysis 

is discussed in relation to signs of geoeconomics and geopolitics. Finally, chapter 8 outlines the 

conclusions of the study as well as discusses a plausible suggestion for future research.  
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2 Previous literature on geostrategies 
2.1 Classical geopolitics –The mother of geostrategies 
Classical geopolitics was originally coined by the Swedish political scientist Rudolf Kjellén 

about the turn of the 20th century and was largely influential until the unravelling of the Cold 

War (Marklund, 2015: 248). In its original character, geopolitics placed strong emphasis on 

geographical factors including size, location, climate, topography, natural resources and 

population for shaping state behavior in the international realm (Wegge and Keil, 2018: 89). 

Inspired by the German School and in particular by the German thinker Friedrich Ratzel, 

Kjellén built geopolitics around “anthropogeography”, namely the relationship between people 

and the world they reside in. Incorporating this idea to the function of state relations, Kjellén 

stressed spatial factors and material power resources (military power) as determinants for 

international relations.  

Since borders are central to geopolitics in the sense that they clearly define an “inside” 

from an “outside” and an “us” from “them”, they have been placed under closer scrutiny with 

regards to the degree of their naturalness. With respect to this, Kjellén criticized the notion of 

natural borders which entails borders between states that are demarcated by natural elements 

such as mountain ranges, rivers and seas (Rongxing, 2015: 6). According to him, there were no 

such thing as natural self-drawn borders, apart from possibly a distinct coastal line or an ice 

cap. Borders rested on cultural, economic, social, historical and political grounds and were as 

a result porous instead of fixed. Thus, whether a certain border would persist over time was 

dependent upon the degree of expansionist tendencies of a state rather than where the border 

once had been drawn. Seen from this deterministic point of view, borders were constructed and 

not natural as they were a product of the humans that resided within them (Marklund, 2015: 

251).  

Adopting a state-centric approach to international relations, the key unit of analysis in 

classical geopolitics is the nation-state. Drawing on Ratzel, Kjellén argued that the state was –  

just like human beings –  a living organism that developed biologically by growing and 

shrinking and living and dying. Based on this premise, it was assumed that states’ struggle for 

existence and in the long run strive for what Ratzel called living space (“Lebensraum”), made 

them prone to expansionist tendencies. For example, Kjellén illustrated this by making 

references to Swedish expansionism during the Viking Age 800-1050 and the Swedish Empire 

1611-1721. Although both eras were characterized by expansionism, the second period was 

more inclined towards geopolitics as it followed a conscious plan in which Sweden had the 

intention to seize territory (Marklund, 2015: 252-553; Smith, 1980: 55). Against this backdrop, 
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classical geopolitics has in general been interpreted as a grand strategy adopted by states to 

advance in the international system. Considering its close relationship to Realist thinking, it is 

not a big surprise that geopolitics mainly focuses on material factors such as military power, 

GDP and natural resources with regards to inter-state relations (Marklund, 2015: 249-251). 

 

2.2 Critical geopolitics – modifying the classical approach  
In the wake of the Cold War there has been a revival of geopolitical thinking which has led to 

the reassessment of the classical approach to international relations. In order to fit into the 

longer tradition of the discipline, scholars in the field have stressed the importance of placing 

new geopolitics in relation to the post-modern debate of the post-Cold War world order. This 

debate focuses on the changing role of key concepts such as of the state, territory, boundaries 

and sovereignty in a world where globalization coincides with the reappearance of national and 

ethnic identities. Due to the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1989, marking the end of the 

bi-polar world order, the discipline has been forced to modify crucial theoretical notions 

involving for instance state formation, inter-state relations and the changing meaning of war 

and peace (Newman, 2007: 1-2). 

In the contemporary postmodern discourse, critical geopolitics is described as a multi-

disciplinary theoretical approach revolving around in particular three closely interrelated 

themes: first; globalization’s impact on the world political map; second, the dissolution of the 

state and, three; the emergence of ethical, national and territorial identities on regional and local 

level (Newman, 2007: 3-5). Rapid globalization is characterizing contemporary world politics 

and making geographical space increasingly irrelevant. Since the 1990s and the rise of global 

capitalism, there has been a significant increase in the flow of commodities, capital and the 

movement of people as an implication of in particular improvements in technology. Today, 

mobility is enabled by speedy communications such as air travel, economic transactions are 

overcome with the help of digital tools, and wars are conducted at a distance through the use of 

modern military technology such as drones in order to decrease the number of civilian 

causalities (Pringle, 2007: 1-2).  

By shrinking geographical distance and ultimately making the world an interconnected 

global system, globalization questions the supreme role of the nation-state in world politics. 

According to some postmodern scholars, this paradigmatic shift has led to deterritorialization 

of the nation-state, implying that the state, understood in its original meaning, is falling apart 

both from “below” and “above”. As a result, reterritorialization processes have given rise to 
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new forms of geographical territory, establishing governance on regional and supra-national 

level based on ethnic and national identities (Albert, 2007: 61; Newman, 2007: 5).  

Along these lines, Häkli (2007) argues that state sovereignty is challenged from “below” 

by cross-border regionalism. Political space is no longer confined to the state as globalization 

has diminished the importance of the state and hence empowered new power containers, namely 

regions. Being an alternative way of organizing society, regions have indeed started to 

challenge the relevance of the state with regards to in particular demands for regional autonomy 

(separatism). Illustrating with the cases of Karelia and Catalonia, Häkli (2007, 86 and 92) thus 

demonstrates how cultural identity has a crucial impact on geographical space.  

Moisio and Paasi (2013, 264) emphasizes, on the other hand, that the transformation of 

the state has opened up for new territorial frames “above” the state. Since states cannot address 

for instance global security challenges on their own, The EU is highlighted as a new geopolitical 

actor suitable for these purposes. 

When contrasting the critical geopolitics to classical geopolitics, it is indeed possible to 

discern a shift in thinking about geographical space from the beginning of the nineteenth 

century to end of the Cold War. Although both approaches theorize on the determinants of 

geographical space, they ascribe actorness to different levels of governance. While classical 

geopolitics holds that the state is the unit from which everything originates, critical geopolitics 

stresses the emergence of supra-national as well as regional forms of governance alongside the 

declining role of the state (Wegge and Keil, 2018: 89; Newman, 2007: 3-5). As this study 

focuses on inter-state relations, the definition of geopolitics adopted in the thesis is more aligned 

with the classical approach. 

 

2.3 Geoeconomics – The first wave 
Turning attention to geoeconomics, the strategy has become somewhat of a catchphrase to 

explain new forms of strategic foreign policy behavior in the twenty first century. When 

approaching the literature in the field, geoeconomics is commonly treated as a sub-type of 

traditional geopolitics. As a new theoretical endeavor, it is fair to claim that it is still quite 

fragmented on the inside. Seen from a historical perspective, it is possible to discern different 

understandings of geoeconomics from its inception in the 1990s to the more recent debates in 

the twenty-first century. This watershed in understandings revolves around in particular the 

means and ends of geoeconomics, making it either a sub-type of geopolitics or a strategy on its 

own (Blackwell and Harris, 2016: 23-27).  
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In the first wave of debates concerning geoeconomics the focus was primarily set on the 

ends of foreign policy behavior, stressing the waning importance of military power and the shift 

towards economic goals in world affairs. Usually referred to as the founding father of 

geoeconomics, Edward Luttwak argued in the 1990s that the declining relevance of military 

threats and alliances in the post-Cold War period, were displaced by a commercial system in 

which states aspired economic goals. Unlike liberals which stressed economic interdependence 

as a remedy to conflict between states in the international system,  his argument was that 

commence had become a new method serving foreign policy purposes. Although the world was 

indeed rapidly moving towards a World Business system just like the liberals had predicted, 

this would not eradicate the existence of a parallel World Political system (Luttwak, 1990: 17; 

Copeland, 1996: 8). States strive for relative advantages had never ended but they had solely 

changed from military to economic priorities. Instead of fighting each other in terms of 

advancing on a map, it was theorized that states would cooperate on economic offensives as 

well as worldwide market shares would be seen as a sign of progress (Blackwell and Harris, 

2016: 26). While a logic of commence in which a global network of economic interactions was 

governing world affairs, it was also important to bear in mind that the very same logic was 

managed by states and not by private corporations or entrepreneurs. As a result, commence was 

regarded as an emerging strategic instrument serving mainly economic goals (Luttwak, 1990: 

17).  

In a similar vein, Huntington (1993) elaborated on the reasons to why in particular major 

powers sought international primacy as well as how primacy was maintained in the international 

realm by building on Daniel Bell’s (1990) claim that: “economics is the continuation of war by 

other means”. With the bipolar world order gone, Huntington (1993, 70-71) asserted that 

forthcoming conflicts between states would revolve around a quest for economic issues and 

that states would deploy economic rather than military means in the strive for economic power. 

In promoting an economic system based on economic development and international trade, 

major players such as for instance the United States, Japan and Europe were seen as both 

competitors and partners in a global commercial system of states. Thus, it was naïve to believe 

that economic activity was solely a way to establish world peace, as it could also be perceived 

as a powerful instrument in zero-sum games between states. 

 

2.4 Geoeconomics in the twenty-first century 
As liberal ideas continue to dominate world politics in particular through the massive flow of 

capital, people and goods across the globe, relations between states are also taking new shapes. 
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According to Scholvin and Wigell (2018, 76), this era is indeed characterized by a shift from 

military to economic security concerns in which economics has become crucial in power 

politics. Two shining examples of this trend are China’s rise in global politics as well as 

Russia’s expansionist moves in its vicinity. Regarding the former example, the broad research 

field has emphasized how China asserts power in global affairs through sophisticated channels 

such as partnerships with developing countries as well as investments in critical infrastructure 

in the West. Recently, Western media has voiced concerns on the matter, shedding light on 

doubtful Chinese FDI in for instance logistics, telecommunications, ports, and so on. 

Considering China’s background as an authoritarian state, the West is fearing that Chinese FDI 

investments are disguised strategic foreign policy tools deployed by China with the aim to 

advance on the global political scene (Hong, 2014: 2-3).  

In the twenty-first century it is thus fair to say that geoeconomics has evolved into a 

relevant framework, operating both as method of analysis and a form of statecraft. Instead of 

being treated as a sub-type of geopolitics, as was more or less the case in the first wave, 

contemporary scholars have been keen to decouple geoeconomics from geopolitics by 

elaborating on the characteristics of each strategy, while simultaneously placing the means in 

the center of the analysis (Blackwell and Harris, 2016: 24).  

According to Blackwill and Harris (2016) geoeconomics is: “the use of economic 

instruments to promote and defend national interests, and to produce beneficial geopolitical 

results; and the effects of other nations’ economic actions on a country’s geopolitical goals” 

(Blackwell and Harris, 2016: 20). Apart from being the definition adopted in this thesis, the 

definition indicates that geoeconomics is more inclined towards a strategy on its own than a 

sub-variant of geopolitics. In particular, it underscores that although economic instruments are 

employed in state affairs to gain geopolitical ends, it says nothing about foreign policy aims. 

As a matter of fact, states’ foreign policy aims can be anything, ranging from economic to 

military power and everything in between (Blackwill and Harris, 2016: 26).  

Focusing on the means rather than the ends of foreign policy behavior, it inevitably begs 

the question: what do economic instruments involve? This question is not that simple to answer 

as there are border-line cases appearing now and again when applying the conceptualization to 

empirics which risk causing concept stretching (Della Porta and Keating, 2008: 178). There 

will always be a number of fuzzy examples in the real world, but that the rule of thumb is that 

the concept entails economic techniques of statecraft. While there are cases in which the tools 

are typically economic, there are also fuzzy examples involving more indirect economic tools. 

To the former it makes sense to include coercive trade measures, FDI and economic aid, 
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whereas the latter encompasses for instance cyberattacks targeting financial institutions in a 

foreign country (Blackwill and Harris, 2016: 28-29).  

Unlike the first debate, scholars have moreover in the recent debate elaborated on the 

forms of geoeconomic power projection. Although being expressed in a variety of ways, 

economic tools have mostly been divided into either negative or positive forms of power 

projection. Positive geoeconomics corresponds to “carrots” in the sense that it entails 

inducements such as price cuts on products or services, loans, asset swaps and so on. By 

contrast, negative forms of geoeconomics are seen as “proverbial sticks” which encompass 

leverages over the target in terms of price increases and threats of cut-offs (Vihma and Wigell, 

2016: 378).  

Giving rise to both inducements and unpleasant surprises, geoeconomics is therefore 

perceived as a “wedge strategy”, meaning that an integral aim of the strategy is to drive political 

wedges in alliances as well as to create fractions within target states. As a wedge strategy, 

geoeconomics overarching aim is to prevent, weaken and dissolve alliances which are, 

according to the dividing state, perceived as threatening in relation to its strategic objectives. 

By using sticks and carrots, that is, punishments and rewards, the divider is steering its 

opponents in desired directions and ultimately driving wedges in what one thought would be 

stable partnerships. If successful, the strategy can thus trigger significant power shifts in which 

previous opponents become allies or allies become foes (Crawford, 2011: 155-156).  

Travelling across time, from the 1990s to the debate in the twenty first century, it is fair 

to say that the burgeoning literature on geoeconomics has been immensely focused on 

establishing geoeconomics as a new foreign policy strategy juxtaposed to traditional 

geopolitics. More specifically, it has explained how this logic plays out in relations between 

states, emphasizing the perspective of the diving state. By focusing on the means and ends of 

the dividing state, the previous literature has paid insignificant attention to the target’s 

perspective. In the various attempts to decouple geoeconomics from geopolitics, the assumption 

of the most recent debate has been that the two geostrategies give rise to pre-determined 

behavioral paths (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 609).  

This is indeed problematic as it more or less assumes that the social world can be studied 

in an objective manner. Although geostrategies in general follow certain behavioral paths, they 

may divert from this path as reality is not stable but changes in accordance with actors’ 

preferences. In order to get a more accurate picture of the process of geostrategies, it is therefore 

crucial to adopt a two-fold perceptive, emphasizing on the one hand the power projection of the 

operating state, and on the other, the perception of the target state. 
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3 Theoretical framework  
The thesis builds on an analytical framework contrasting geoeconomics to geopolitics put 

forward by Wigell and Vihma (2016). According to the scholars, the two geo-strategies should 

be considered two different methods with different foreign policy outcomes. Distinguished 

through two ideal-types mapping geostrategic behavior of states, the authors have outlined the 

key characteristics of geoeconomics and geopolitics as follows: 

 

 

Figure 1: Theoretical model by Wigell and Vihma (2016) 

3.1 Geopolitical power projection 

3.1.1 Operational/dividing (agent) 
A geopolitical strategy is characterized by military means, it is overt and is expressed through 

confrontation. To begin with, this way of approaching the target is overt in the sense that it is 

difficult to conceal what the underlying purpose of the operation is. As the tools deployed by 

the operating state are military and the operational logic is inclined towards confrontation, there 

are hardly no doubts what the operating state is up to. By projecting credible and intimating 

threats, the aim of the operating state is to deter the target from taking vigorous action with 

regards to the threat or force it to bandwagon. As a consequence, confrontation is two-fold in 

the sense that it can be expressed explicitly through the actual use of military power, but also 

implicitly via threats of using force (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 609).  
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3.1.2 Effects (target) 
If a geopolitical strategy is applied successful, that is, fulfills the aforementioned criteria in a 

convincing manner, threat perception is assumed to be high. As geopolitical operations tend to 

be aggressive in nature, they usually cause high levels of threat perception among targets. In 

some cases, they are even framed as existential threats as they threaten the survival of the state. 

While causing widespread fear and anxiety, geopolitical actions tend do give rise to centripetal 

forces. This implies that if targets are confronted by a geopolitical threat, they are prone to unite 

and cooperate on the basis of common threat perception. Since geopolitical actions are very 

similar to traditional warfare in terms of the use of military means, they are normally quite easy 

to identify as threats. The toolbox for handling geopolitical threats are therefore extensive, 

equipping states with rapid action-reaction response when confronted by this strategy. Most 

likely, balancing behavior will emerge in which groups of states join forces in order to deter 

the operating state from further aggression (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 609-610). 

 

3.2 Geoeconomic power projection 

3.2.1 Operational/dividing (agent) 
In stark contrast to geopolitics, a geoeconomic operation is characterized by economic means, 

covert operations and a logic based upon “selective accommodation”. Penetrating economic 

tools to achieve certain foreign policy goals, it is a concealed and sophisticated method which 

is very difficult to identify for the target. Operating on a basis of “selective accommodation” or 

“reward wedging” which can be seen as a form of wedge strategy, the point is not to intimidate 

the target through aggressive behavior, but rather to use inducements such as price cuts, side-

payments and discounts in favor to some states but not to others and as a result drive wedges in 

seemingly stable alliances (Crawford, 2011: 155-156; Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 610-611).  

  

3.2.2 Effects (target) 
While geopolitics cause high threat perception, geoeconomics is assumed to generate medium 

or low threat perception within a state or in a coalition of states. Using economic instead of 

military means, the strategy tends to be framed as a commercial issue or “business as usual”. 

In some cases, states are aware and concerned that the situation at hand can lead to increased 

dependence on the operating state and that national autonomy will be weakened as a result. In 

other cases, however, states may benefit from the operation in economic terms, making them 

proponents which refuse to politicize the matter outwardly. Causing dispersed threat 
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perceptions among targets, geoeconomics is therefore likely to give rise to centrifugal forces in 

which alliances and target states tend to split rather than unite with regards to the geoeconomic 

strategy. As it is difficult to dismantle the purpose of the action, that is, whether it is solely 

“business as usual” or perhaps a disguised foreign policy action with a hidden agenda, it 

becomes extremely hard to coordinate a joint response that counterbalances the threat (Wigell 

and Vihma, 2016: 611).  

 

3.3 Challenging the theoretical framework 
Taking its point of departure in the theoretical framework outlined by Wigell and Vihma (2016) 

above, the thesis seeks to explore the perspective of the target. As previous literature has been 

chiefly interested in the power projection of the dividing state, insufficient attention has been 

paid to how the target perceives and respond to the operation. Based on figure 1, it seems like 

the two different geostrategies give rise to pre-determined behavioral paths. 

If a dividing state opts for a geoeconomic strategy, it is assumed that the target’s threat 

perception will be low/medium creating centrifugal forces that split domestic settings or 

alliances, which eventually makes the target prone to underbalancing behavior. By contrast, a 

geopolitical strategy give rise to high threat perception, creating centripetal forces in which 

counterbalancing/bandwagoning becomes the behavioral tendency. Hence, Geopolitics causes 

high threat perception, whereas low/medium threat perception is associated with geoeconomics. 

In other words, if the target perceives the operation as geopolitics, it will show a strong 

inclination towards politicization as it evaluates the operation in accordance with the 

geopolitical criteria as outlined in figure 1. This implies that the target frames the operation in 

military terms and as a result expresses fear and anxiety regarding the implications for national 

security.  

If the target, on the other hand, perceives the operation as geoeconomics, it will be more 

inclined towards de-politicization or a slight level of politicization as it is evaluated in 

accordance with the practices of geoeconomics. De-politicization is a fact when the target 

perceives the operation as a commercial issue, treating it as “business as usual”. A slight level 

of politicization appears when the target is aware of the implications of the operation in terms 

of increased dependence, however, does little to counteract the threat as it is fragmented in its 

action-reaction force. As a result, it is more likely that operation becomes a commercial rather 

than a military issue. The target is thus expected to express medium or low levels of threat 

perception (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 611). 
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Nevertheless, as the Swedish case indicates, there is no clear-cut line between the two 

geostrategies. Rather, it seems like they are sometimes merging into one single framework 

depending on how the target perceives the operation. According to the framework, it is fair to 

claim that NS2 fulfills the criteria of being a geoeconomic strategy. As such, it is anticipated 

that it should lead to low/medium threat perception which has not been the case in the Swedish 

political context. Being framed as a geopolitical weapon, the project has in fact spurred, albeit 

modest, balancing behavior in the Swedish context. This presents us with a puzzle: despite that 

NS2 fulfills the criteria of being a geoeconomic strategy, the target (Sweden) perceives the 

project as a threat to national security. Ultimately, Wigell and Vihma’s theoretical framework 

cannot fully account for the diverting behavior of Sweden with regards to NS2. By exploring 

the Swedish case in detail, it is thus possible to generate new insights to the literature. 

 

4 Methodology, method and material 
4.1 Material 
The empiric material acquired for this study consists of six parliamentary protocols of debates 

in the Swedish parliament taking place between 2015-2017. These are supplemented by three 

additional documents from the same time period; one motion, one interpellation and a protocol 

of an information meeting with the municipalities Karlshamn and Gotland regarding the leasing 

or utilization of their respective ports. All of the documents are downloaded from the Swedish 

parliament’s database and have been selected on the basis of their relevance for the NS2 project. 

The search words “Nord Stream 2” and “gasledningen” (“the gas pipeline”) were used to 

capture all documents discussing the subject in the Swedish parliament. From this search, nine 

documents were chosen as they covered the essence of the debate on the pipeline by 

highlighting it from different angles. Considering that the study is interested in the national 

perception and response with regards to the pipeline, protocols are the most suitable material to 

capture this phenomenon. This material illuminates the Swedish debate by providing official 

statements made by parliamentary officials.  

 

4.2 Methodology considerations and case selection 
The starting point of conducting research is to consider the ontological and epistemological 

choices of the study. In meta theory, ontology deals with the question about what we study, that 

is, what entities there are in the world and how we can make sense of these, whereas 

epistemology concerns how we can obtain knowledge about this world (Della Porta and 
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Keating, 2008: 21). By determining the ontological and epistemological base of the study, the 

researcher is thus determining its approach to the social world. Since this study is interested in 

the foreign policy behavior of a state, it is inclined towards interpretivism.  

The core aim of the interpretivist approach is to understand social phenomena by 

exploring the ways in which human beings ascribe meaning to their behavior as well as to the 

external world. Instead of focusing on causal relationships between variables, the researcher is 

interested in dismantling ideas, values and motivations driving social behavior. Aligned with 

constructivist theorizing, the political world is as a result a product of social construction that 

cannot be reduced to material factors alone. However, this does not mean that theory is 

insignificant, but that theory usually is generated from empirics. Similar to the positivist 

approach though, the interpretivist endeavors to explain social behavior but it does so by taking 

into account the agent’s perspective (Della Porta and Keating, 2008: 26-27; Hay, 2002: 24). 

Since previous literature cannot provide a satisfying explanation for Sweden’s diverting 

behavior in relation to the NS2 project, this thesis will adopt inductive reasoning in order to let 

the case “speak” freely.  

 

4.3 Research design 
This is a single-case study, aiming at theory building by exploring why the Swedish parliament 

perceived and responded in a geopolitical manner although NS2 project had a commercial 

aspect. More specifically, it is a heuristic case in the sense that aims to inductively identify new 

mechanisms that can explain why states opt for certain behaviors but not others when 

approached by strategic foreign policy actions. Sweden’s perception of NS2 is treated as a so 

called “deviant” case, implying that Sweden’s view on the gas pipeline does not follow what 

previous literature has anticipated (George and Bennet, 2005: 74-75). This design serves the 

research objective of the study in a desirable manner as it sheds light on the limits of previous 

theories’ scope. By carrying out a detailed and intensive study of Sweden in relation to NS2, 

the study provides an in-depth understanding of this particular social phenomenon (Ritchie et 

al., 2014: 66-67).  

Focusing on Sweden’s approach to the issue, the unit of analysis is the Swedish 

parliament. Since the election in 2014, the parliament consists of eight parties in total, the 

following are: The Left Party (V), the Social Democrats (S), the Green Party (G), the new 

Moderate Party (M), the Centre Party (C), the Liberals (L) and the Sweden Democrats (SD). In 

general, the former three position themselves to the left on the political spectrum, C marks the 

solid base in the middle, and the other four are more or less inclined towards the right. The 
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government is made up of a coalition between the Social Democrats and the Green Party, 

whereas the opposition consists of the remaining parties (Swedish Institute, 2013-2018). 

Although all these parties are represented in the parliament, some of them have not participated 

in the debate on the NS2 issue. For example, SD and V voices on the matter have not been 

present in the protocols. However, as the study looks to Sweden’s overarching approach, it has 

a limited interest in specific parties’ views on the issue. 

Sweden is a parliamentary representative democracy applying a multi-party form of 

government in which all public power derives from the Swedish people. In this system, the 

executive power is vested in the government, whereas the legislative power is shared between 

the government and the parliament (Regeringskansliet, 2015). In other words, this means that 

although the government has the executive power, it usually needs the support from other 

parties to be able to enforce laws. Consequently, it is plausible to look both to the government’s 

as well as to the opposition’s view as these sides are dependent on each other’s support to some 

extent.  

 

4.4 Qualitative content analysis 
The method applied in this thesis is content analysis. Content analysis is a solid method for 

analyzing all kinds of texts such as textbooks, newspapers and of course parliamentary 

protocols. As the application of this method enables the researcher to systematically code the 

content of texts by categorizing, counting and measuring social phenomena, it has both a 

quantitative as well as qualitative branch (Boréus and Bergström, 2017: 24-25). Since the focus 

of this study is to derive theory from empirics, the qualitative content analysis (QCA) is 

considered suitable to reach this goal. QCA is a form of textual analysis that describes the 

manifest meanings of texts though the assignment of categories to parts of the material. Unlike 

pre-determined coding which is used in quantitative content analysis, QCA is more open-

minded in the sense that the text is coded directly, making themes and categories emerging 

from the material. Notes are then summarized in a coding sheet in which the researcher 

systematically group the data in categories in order to discover new mechanisms (Boréus and 

Bergström, 2017: 24).  

In order to get a grip of the material, the first part of the open-coding process implied the 

construction of relevant questions that would be asked to the material. These questions were 

formulated on the basis of the research questions in order to measure them in an accurate way. 

Table 1 summarizes the four questions that were asked to the material: 
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Table 1: Code sheet for parliamentary protocols  

1. What concerns were expressed in relation to the building of NS2 in the Swedish 

debate?  

2. How was Russia framed?  

3. Did the incumbent government and the opposition have conflicting or compatible 

opinions on the matter?   

4. What attempts were made to counterbalance Russia?  

 

In the second part of the coding process, the protocols were read multiple times so that the 

researcher had a comprehensive understanding of the content. During the process, the answers 

to the questions were consistently grouped and regrouped into categories and sub-categories. 

Eventually, the coding process generated four categories and nine sub-categories that the 

analysis was structured around. The following categories and sub-categories are outlined in 

table 2 below:  

  

Table 2: Categories and sub-categories 

Categories  Sub-categories  
6.1   Threat perceptions of Nord Stream 

2 
6.1.1 Fear of energy dependence 
6.1.2 Fear of environmental 

degradation 
6.1.3 Fear of military force 

6.2 Russian identity 
 

6.2.1 Sweden’s self-image in 
relation to Russia 

6.2.2 Previous and current Russian 
behavior 

6.3 Disputes between the government 
and the opposition parties 

 

6.3.1 Conflicting opinions on the 
legal situation 

6.3.2 Conflicting opinions on the 
co-signing of a letter to the 
EU 

 
 

6.4 Alliance patterns 6.4.1 Cooperation with the EU 
6.4.2 Support from the USA 

 
 

 

4.5 Limitations and delimitations of the study  
When conducting scholarly research it is vital to realize the limitations and delimitations of the 

study. In social research it is common to evaluate a study’s validity and reliability to some 
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extent, regardless of whether the study is qualitative or quantitative by nature. Validity is 

concerned with the fact that the researcher is actually measuring what he or she intends to 

measure. Reliability, on the other hand, refers to the precision of the study, that is, how accurate 

the researcher has been in its measurements as well as eliminations of sources of error (Boréus 

and Bergström, 2017: 17-18). Concerning the former methodological tool, one has to consider 

whether the dismantling of the parliament’s perception of and response to the pipeline is a valid 

way of measuring its inclination towards a geopolitical and/or geoeconomic response. Indeed, 

this is a suitable way to answer the research questions as the researcher systematically compares 

and matches different angles on the NS2  project with the criteria of the two geostrategies. 

Moreover, the study fulfills a high degree of validity as debate protocols provides a 

representative reflection of the Swedish approach to the pipeline.  

Moving on to reliability, there are both weaknesses and strengths tied the precision of the 

measurement of the study. Employing a qualitative content analysis, the study is based on 

interpretations of statements which clearly has implications for the quality of the study. 

Although the researcher aspires to escape personal opinions and values to the greatest possible 

extent, it is impossible to conduct completely value-free research, especially when it comes to 

qualitative research. Interpretations of statements will always be colored by the researcher’s 

world view in one way or another (Bryman, 2008: 368). Closely connected to this subjectivity 

problem, another drawback of the study with regards to reliability is the fact that the protocols 

and documents used in the study are all in Swedish. Since translations cannot be hundred 

percent accurate when translating from one language to another, statements may lose their 

original meaning during the translation process (Van Nes et al., 2010: 313).  

Precision and accuracy can however be ascribed to a large extent to the open-coding 

process. Building on an inductive approach, this type of coding procedure forces the researcher 

to systematically read the material over and over again in order to construct relevant themes for 

the analysis. Explicitly, this means that the researcher becomes immensely familiarized with 

the material which in turn makes the outgrown themes more credible (Boréus and Bergström, 

2017: 24). Last but not least, it is important to note that there are no aspirations for 

generalizability in this study. The aim is solely to understand a deviant case and from that case 

generate new theory which can be tested in future research. 

Despite the wide range of states affected by NS2, in particular in the Baltic Sea region, 

the study is delimited to a single-case study of Sweden’s view on the pipeline. In particular, 

this choice is defended on the basis that Sweden is seen as a deviant case in relation to the 

theoretical framework employed in the thesis. This means that Sweden’s perception and 
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ultimately response to the pipeline contradicts established theory in some sense. In doing so, 

the researcher believes that an intense study of the case can generate new theory to the 

geostrategic literature. Considering the complexity of the NS2 project, a comparative study has 

moreover been difficult to conduct as data in terms of official statements on the issue in some 

instances have been non-existent. While the pipeline has spurred political controversy in some 

states, others have actively refused to speak out on the issue. Although not being politicized in 

some contexts, it is thus evident that the pipeline works like dynamite in the European 

discourse. 

5 Nord Stream 2 – National and international aspects of the project 
In 2018, the European companies ENGIE, OMV, Royal Dutch Shell, Uniper and Wintershall 

signed the financial agreement for the upcoming project. In doing so, the following companies 

apart from Gazprom itself, committed themselves to finance 50% of the total cost of the project 

which according to current estimates will land on €9,5 billion. With regards to this, Gazprom 

became the sole shareholder of the NS2 project, holding as much as 50% of the shares (Nord 

Stream 2, 2018).  

At the time of writing, the national permitting processes of NS2 are still in progress. 

Countries such as Russia, Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Germany whose EEZ and/or 

territorial waters is affected by the pipeline have with regards to this a say in the matter, both 

from a legal and environmental perspective. Explicitly this implies that in order for the pipeline 

to be built, Nord Stream AG has to obtain national permits from each of these five countries 

(Nord Stream, 2018). As by now, Nord Stream AG has been granted the second of two permits 

in Finland as well as received all necessary permits from Germany. In Russia, Sweden and 

Denmark the permitting procedures are still pending, but proceed as planned (Yle, 2018; 

Paraskova, 2018; National permitting processes Nord Stream, 2018). In addition, as other Baltic 

States might be affected by the project in terms environmental degradation, NS2 has to be 

assessed under the Espoo convention which looks to the environmental impacts of the project 

on the littoral states of the Baltic Sea (Nord Stream 2, Espoo process, 2018).  

On EU level, political controversy surrounding the pipeline has furthermore sparked a 

debate within the Union, dividing both affected Member states in terms of the utilization of 

their EEZ or territorial waters as well as consumers of the gas on the issue. While some states 

refuse to politicize the pipeline, arguing that it is business as usual or solely an environmental 

aspect to it, others view the pipeline as a geopolitical weapon of Russia that severely places 

national security at stake. In the Baltic Sea region, the littoral states Estonia, Latvia, Poland and 



 19 

Lithuania have written a letter to the EU commission’s President Jean-Claude Juncker, arguing 

that the project has: “potentially destabilizing geopolitical consequences” (Sytas, 2016). 

Similar concerns have been expressed by the Nordic countries Sweden and Denmark, whereas 

Finland has remained neutral on the subject. Fear of increased dependence on Russian gas has 

questioned whether the project is compatible with the Third Energy Package which regulates 

the internal EU gas and electricity market. In November 2017, this package was amended in 

order to ensure transparency and efficiency with regards to major pipelines in the EU and 

entering the EU (European Commission – third energy package, 2018). 

Giving rise to inducements such as price cuts, yet at the same time fostering increased 

dependence, the pipeline has furthermore fragmented the internal structures of states by creating 

disagreement between local and state level. In 2016, this phenomenon became a fact when the 

Swedish municipalities Karlshamn and Gotland were offered a great deal of money, job 

opportunities as well as socio-economic investments in their respective regions in exchange for 

leasing or utilizing their ports for storing and loading purposes. Although the Swedish 

government opposed the project from the very start, it could not formally override the 

municipalities on the issue as local self-governance is enshrined in the Swedish constitution. 

However, despite extensive legal rights on the issue, Gotland declined the request whereas 

Karlshamn eventually signed a contract with Gazprom (Juhlin, 2016; Sveriges Kommuner och 

Landsting, 2015).  

6 Analysis 
The following analysis is structured around the categories that grew out from the four questions 

that were asked to the material during the closer reading of it. After intense and repeated 

examination of the parliamentary protocols, the open coding process resulted in the following 

four main categories: Threat perceptions of NS2, Russian identity, Disputes between the 

government and the opposition parties, and Alliance patterns. Each of these categories consist 

of sub-categories which are supposed to capture Sweden’s perception of and response to the 

NS2 project.  

 

6.1 Threat perceptions of Nord Stream 2 

6.1.1 Fear of energy dependence 
Judging from the closer scrutiny of the parliamentary protocols, one of the greatest fears 

expressed in relation to the NS2 project is increased EU gas dependence on Russia. This fear is 

articulated by both the government as well as the opposition parties (Prot. 2016/17: 75). In 
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analyzing the fear of increased energy dependence, it is important to note that Sweden’s energy 

use is more or less covered by domestic supplies such as large investments in renewable energy. 

Sweden’s demand for natural gas is therefore low in relation to other EU countries (Swedish 

Institute, 2013-2018). Energy autonomy has therefore enabled Sweden to speak up and openly 

criticize the Russian regime on the NS2 project.  However, although domestic supplies indeed 

provide Sweden with a robust national energy defense against the Russian regime, concerns 

have been raised with regards to increased EU dependence on Russian gas. Considering deep 

EU integration, Sweden still fears that the NS2 project will make the EU vulnerable to political 

pressures from the Kremlin (Mot. 2016/17: 2467). Along these lines, the new Moderate Party 

minister (M) Hans Wallmark used Russia-Ukraine gas disputes in 2014 as an argument against 

the project: 

 

“When we increase energy dependence on Russian suppliers, it becomes a great danger 

during cold winters that European states become subjects for political pressures in which 

the Russian gas tap can be either turned on or off” (Prot. 2015/160: 130, author’s 

translation) 

 

As the statement indicates, natural gas is identified as a foreign policy tool, a “stick”, that 

enables power asymmetries between supplier and demander. Moreover, it emphasizes the 

consequences of increased dependence, that is, what could happen if the EU decides to opt for 

Russian gas. Based on this, it is evident that Sweden did not perceive the project as commercial, 

but rather as a sophisticated tool to gain relative advantages in the international sphere. 

Wallmark reaffirmed this belief in the same debate when he placed the potential dangers of 

energy supplies from Russia in relation to new kinds of warfare: 

 

“But this also touches upon new kinds of threats in the contemporary era. We are absolutely 

convinced that hybrid warfare is taking place and that different instruments are employed 

in order to undermine and carry out campaigns against states. In light of this, one should 

evaluate the danger of energy dependence on Russia” (Prot. 2015/16: 130, author’s 

translation) 

 

The statement indicates a high awareness of alternative and more sophisticated ways of 

conducting war or achieving foreign policy ends in the twenty-first century. By referring to 

hybrid warfare, that is, a mixture of conventional (use of force) and unconventional modes 



 21 

(terrorism, cyberattacks, propaganda campaigns) of warfare (Renz, 2016: 285), it is evident that 

the minister did not buy into the commercial framing of NS2. The foreign minister Margot 

Wallström (S) reasoned in a similar vein, prompting that: 

 

“It goes without saying that although this is a seemingly commercial project, it has 

implications for national security. We will ensure that we have safeguarded our energy 

demand” (Prot. 2015/160: 130, author’s translation) 

 

In addition to the character of the project, the foreign minister also stressed the importance of 

energy autonomy. Apart from safeguarding the national energy demand, it was a top priority of 

the government to support Ukraine’s role as transit country of natural gas. If the Swedish 

government did not take its responsibility and defend Ukraine, it was argued that Russia via 

NS2 would undermine Ukraine by redirecting the gas route from Ukraine to the Baltic Sea. In 

doing so, Ukraine would lose a great deal of money in gas revenues (Prot. 2015/16: 130).  

 

6.1.2 Fear of energy degradation  
Throughout the debate it has moreover been evident that the energy concern goes hand in hand 

with the concern for environmental degradation. Being a country with an ambitious 

environmental policy, Sweden has strongly emphasized the importance of shifting power 

supplies from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources (Prot. 2017/18: 44). Since natural gas is 

a type of fossil fuel, the discussion in the parliament has revolved around the implications of 

the project for the environment. Lise Nordin, a Green party minister (MP), stressed the need to 

phase out fossil fuels in order to reach the climate goals set out in the 2030 Agenda and the 

Paris Agreement, enforced in November 2016 (United Nations Climate Change, 2018).  

 

“We need to phase out the fossil energy in order to reach the climate goals. When the goals 

for 2030 has been discussed, the EU commission has pointed at the crucial importance of 

energy efficiency and more renewable energy in order to become more energy self-

sufficient within the Union” (Prot. 2017/18: 44, author’s translation) 

 

Apart from underscoring the positive impacts for the climate by redirecting to alternative energy 

sources, the minister simultaneously stressed that a shift would increase the overall security of 

the Union. Thus, by shifting to more “healthy” energy sources, the EU would decrease its 
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vulnerability on Russia and ultimately prevent the Russian regime to use the NS2 project as a 

political instrument to gain relative advantage on the international arena (Prot. 2017/18: 44) 

 

6.1.3 Fear of military force 
The debate also reflected a belief that Russia is willing to use elements of military force to 

advance in the Baltic Sea region and that NS2 with regards to this is considered an important 

“piece of Kremlin’s long-term geostrategic plans” (Mot. 2016/17: 2467). References to military 

aggression are therefore an integral part of the Swedish debate. In particular, two military 

discourses are prominent. While the first argument refers to Russia’s current and past military 

presence in Ukraine, the second builds upon the first one by expressing a fear of forthcoming 

military presence in the Baltic Sea region, especially near the strategically sensitive Swedish 

island Gotland. This statement made by Mikael Oscarsson (KD) is typical for the first argument: 

 

“It is a completely different security landscape now, and the foreign minister is well 

understood with that. Back then, we did not have the situation at Crimea or the overall 

tensions we can discern now. There were tendencies, but today we have clear examples 

showing Russia’s willingness to use its military capabilities. This implies that we are now 

facing a more serious situation” (Prot. 2016/17: 26, author’s translation) 

 

In this statement, Oscarsson is making a reference to “back then”, which is to previous debates 

concerning the construction of the first pipeline NS1. By comparing now and then, the minister 

emphasizes the possibility of future attacks based on Russia’s previous behavior in the 

international realm. Put differently, if Russia was willing to use military force in Ukraine in the 

past, what would stop it from doing it again but in other parts of the world? This touches upon 

the second argument which characterizes a fear of some kind of military engagement in 

Sweden’s direct vicinity. Being a relatively small national concern in the wake of the Cold War 

due to the declining importance of military power, the 2016-2017 debate by contrast, marks 

more or less a return to geopolitical reasoning. By this time, the political debate became very 

heated when the Swedish municipalities Gotland and Karlshamn were offered a great deal of 

money as well as job opportunities by Gazprom in exchange for leasing or utilizing parts of 

their ports in storing and loading purposes. Referring to a previous defense decision, the 

Swedish government argued in the following manner: 
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“A single armed aggression against Sweden is still unlikely. Crises or incidents that include 

military means can however still occur and threats of military aggression can never be 

excluded” (Information meeting, 2016, author’s translation) 

 

Although armed aggression was still seen as unlikely, it is evident that the Swedish government 

was anxious and highly skeptical about Gazprom’s intentions regarding the leasing or utilizing 

of Swedish ports to facilitate the construction of NS2. The strategically sensitive positions of 

both ports were emphasized repeatedly in the debate. The liberal party (L) leader Jan Björklund, 

for instance, elaborated on Gazprom’s interest in Slite and Karlshamn as potential logistic hubs 

as follows: 

 

“Obviously, the reason is that it would enable the Russian’s to advance their positions in 

the Baltic Sea region and hence receive access to Gotland, a strategically sensitive island 

in the heart of the Baltic Sea” (Prot. 2016/17: 42, author’s translation). 

 

In a different debate, Allan Widman (L) sided with this interpretation as well as reinforced it 

by highlighting Sweden’s utilization of the ports in military purposes: 

 

“Both ports are strategically sensitive for Sweden. The port of Slite is located in the far east 

of the country and has during all times constituted a potential target for an adversary. The 

port of Karlshamn is sensitive in the sense that it is situated in a cluster of military activity, 

close to our only remaining naval base and in addition to this near F17, where we have 

deployed both fighter aircrafts as well as helicopters” (Prot. 2016/17: 77, author’s 

translation) 

 

In order to sharpen the argumentation against the building of the pipeline, several government 

officials underpinned their concerns by building on expertise statements and reports made by 

or issued by Swedish defense authorities such as the Swedish Armed Forces, the Swedish 

Security Service and the National Defense Radio Establishment (Interpellation, 2016/17: 320). 

Among other things, it was conveyed that the Swedish Armed Forces as well as Mikael Bydén, 

the Swedish commander in chief in person, considered NS2 a “bad idea” as it severely infringed 

upon increased military activity and training of the armed forces at both Gotland and in 

Karlshamn (Prot. 2016/17: 26). In a similar vein, references were made to the 2014-2015 

yearbook of the Swedish Security Service, which stated that illicit intelligence activity was 

committed by a wide range of foreign powers on Swedish territory. In the report it was 
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established that Russia was mapping both civil and military infrastructure in Sweden 

(Information meeting, 2016). 

 

6.2 Russian identity 

6.2.1 Sweden’s self-image in relation to Russia 
Taking the perspective of the target, the frames that emerge from the material is painting a 

rather grim picture of Russia. Words that appear in relation to Russia are for instance 

“expansionist”, “authoritarian”, “unlawful” and “aggressive”, which clearly shows Sweden’s 

reluctance towards the NS2 project (Prot. 2015/16: 130; Prot. 2017/18: 44). In the various 

attempts to lobby against the pipeline, the political parties are evaluating the Self-image of 

Sweden in relation to Russia (the Other). A shining example of this is how the incumbent 

government, despite its negative stance on NS2, stressed the importance of adhering to 

international law. Since these legal frameworks gave Russia the right to lay down gas pipes in 

the Baltic Sea, it would be wrong of Sweden to block the building of the pipeline (Prot. 2016/17: 

26). Sweden would be as bad as Russia, who clearly did not honor joint agreements with regards 

to its track record in Ukraine, if it went this way.  

 

“We must respect both Swedish and international law. We cannot come up with something 

that contradicts international law. If we did, we would follow in the footstep of Russia, and 

that is not what we intend to do” (Prot. 2016/17: 26, author’s translation) 

 

This statement made by the foreign minister Margot Wallström clearly demonstrates how 

Sweden constructs its identity in relation to Russia. The reference to international law, implies 

that the common international institutions that the international community rests upon, 

determine rightful state behavior. As states have bounded themselves to certain obligations such 

as respecting human rights and refraining from infringement practices, breeching these would 

be considered a violation and ultimately a wrongful behavior (United Nations, 2018). Despite 

Sweden’s reluctance towards the pipeline, the choice of respecting international obligations 

indicates the country’s desire to act in a legitimate manner. By juxtaposing this choice in 

relation to Russia’s previous aggressive behavior in Ukraine, the Swedish government is thus 

establishing a “good” and “bad” dichotomy in which Sweden’s behavior, unlike Russia’s, come 

across as legitimate. Based on the countries strikingly different foreign policy approaches, it is 

evident that Sweden perceives Russia as an adversary whose behavior is both unpredictable and 

aggressive.  
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6.2.2 Previous and current Russian behavior 
In forming a response to the NS2 project, Russia’s previous and current behavior in the 

international realm has consistently been invoked as a strong argument against the pipeline. By 

recalling previous Russian aggressions such as the annexation of Crimea and the political 

pressures on Ukraine, various parliamentary officials, in particular opposition officials, have 

expressed concerns regarding the project. Unlike the government which indeed voiced concerns 

but consistently stressed the importance of respecting international law, the opposition parties 

have been increasingly keen to politicize the pipeline (Prot. 2016/17: 26). Mikael Oscarsson 

(KD), for instance, criticized the government for taking insufficient action considering the 

current and past events in Ukraine: 

 

“As we speak, there is an ongoing war in eastern Ukraine, Russia has illegally annexed 

Crimea. Sweden has been leading when it comes to sanctions, rightful ones. Then it 

becomes very strange if we help Putin. Previously, he has demonstrated how the gas can 

be used as a countermeasure by uttering: If you do not remove the sanctions, the gas tap 

will be turned off” (Prot. 2015/16: 130, author’s translation) 

 

In an attempt to avert the criticism, the incumbent government blamed the former government; 

the Alliance, consisting of the new Moderate Party, the Cristian Democrats, the Centre Party 

and the Liberals, for permitting the building of the first pipeline NS1. The previous approval of 

NS1 was in turn defended on the basis of the security landscape back in 2012. As Russia had 

not demonstrated its aggressive tendencies back then, it was argued, NS1 did not constitute a 

significant threat to national security (Prot. 2015/16: 130). Hans Wallmark (M) highlighted the 

changing security landscape from the building of NS1 to the permitting process of NS2 as 

follows: 

 

“The fundamental difference between now and then is that Russia has now illegally 

annexed Crimea. Today there are Russian forces deployed in eastern Ukraine. Today there 

is the European Union’s energy Union which clearly declares that we are not going to 

increase our energy dependence from one single supplier or country. There are fundamental 

differences between now and then” (Prot. 2015/16: 130, author’s translation) 

 

The comparison between now and then is powerful in the sense that it sheds light on change 

over time with regards to the security landscape. More precisely, it demonstrates that the 
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structure of the international system was perceived as more stable around the time of the 

building of NS1, than it is in the NS2 context. In making this time reference, the minister places 

strong emphasis on Russia’s annexation of Crimea as a crucial factor for the increase in 

perceived level of threat since NS1. As the annexation clearly involved military force in terms 

of infringement upon sovereignty, it seems like the increase in threat perception could be an 

implication of a return to military power in the Western hemisphere in some sense. Seen in this 

light, it is fair to say that previous and current Russian behavior was crucial in the assessment 

of the NS2 project.  

 

6.3 Disputes between the government and the opposition parties 

6.3.1 Conflicting opinions on the legal situation 
As has been briefly touched upon, the debate reveals quite contrasting approaches adopted by 

the government and the opposition parties with regards to NS2. When turning attention to the 

government’s stance on the issue, it did not voice particularly strong statements on the issue 

although its reluctance could be read between the lines. The opposition parties, on the other 

hand, were keen to politicize the project as well as criticized the government for its modest 

attempts to block the pipeline (Prot. 2016/17: 26). Disagreement on how to respond to the 

project was with regards to this most evident in terms of legal rights and constraints. In one of 

the debates, the opposition argued that Sweden could invoke international law in order to block 

the pipeline as Russia’s previous aggressions in Ukraine violated parts of the UN-charter. Due 

to the superior position of the UN-charter, Sweden was seen as enabled to block the project on 

these particular legal grounds.   

 

“It has been conveyed in the debate that it is the UN who has enacted the Law of the Sea 

and that Sweden has practically no freedom to block the pipeline’s crossing through the 

Swedish exclusive economic zone. But there is something that we call international law. 

We discuss it now and then in the parliament. International law is enacted in the UN-

charter, article 2.3 and 2.4” (Prot. 2015/16: 130, author’s translation) 

 

From the government’s perspective, however, it was emphasized that since the pipeline crossed 

solely the Swedish EEZ, legal frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Law 

of the Sea and the Swedish continental law applied. In practice, this meant that Sweden had 

nearly no formal power to contest the project. The foreign minister answered to the opposition’s 
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claim by prompting that established legal frameworks gave Sweden no right to contest the 

project:  

 

“Neither the UN-charter nor the law of the Sea gives Sweden the right to outside its 

territory, prevent another state from laying down pipes by calling it an aggression that 

violates the UN-charter. The answer to your question is therefore: No, it is not possible to 

invoke the UN-charter as legal ground” (Prot. 2015/16: 130, author’s translation) 

 

Evidently, there were great tensions between the opposition and the government regarding 

whether Sweden legally could overrule the pipeline or not. Whilst the government clearly did 

not see any possibility for Sweden to block the pipeline on legal grounds, the opposition was 

more creative in the sense that it invoked additional legal frameworks. Given the parties power 

positions, it is fair to claim that the opposition, unlike the government, had comprehensive 

freedom to criticize the project.  

 

6.3.2 Conflicting opinions on the co-signing of a letter to the EU 
Another dispute between the government and the opposition parties revolved around the co-

signing of a letter to the European Commission in which ten countries expressed their concerns 

regarding NS2. As Sweden abstained from signing the letter together with the other countries, 

the opposition was pressuring the government to answer on what grounds this decision had 

been taken (Prot. 2016/17: 42). Joining the group of critics, Hans Wallmark (M) 

straightforwardly asked a number of questions to the government regarding the circumstances 

surrounding the letter: 

 

“What was the reason for abstaining from co-signing the letter? According to the 

documents I required from the Cabinet office, it took six days between inquiry and 

response. Why was there no broader preparation on the matter? From what I have 

understood, there were no documents to be found regarding the issue for instance at the 

Defense Ministry” (Prot. 2016/17: 42, author’s translation) 

 

Apart from criticizing the decision to abstain from co-signing, there were also attempts to attach 

suspicion to the handling of the inquiry. By stating that it took several days to respond to the 

letter, the government was framed as either slow in its response or simply not keen to take 

strong action to block the project. Moreover, due to the lack of existing documents on the 

matter, it appeared like the government had no intentions what so ever to join the coalition of 
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concerned states. Having acquired a copy of the original letter, Wallmark underlined that the 

letter contained three reasons to why Sweden should co-sign. First, it was stated that Europe 

should not increase its energy dependence on one supplier or country. Second, concerns were 

raised in relation to the deteriorated security situation in the wake of in particular the Russian 

annexation of Crimea. And finally, NS2 was framed as a method aimed at undermining the 

Ukrainian economy by redirecting the gas route from Ukraine to the Baltic Sea. Holding these 

statements as legitimate, Wallmark thought it was remarkable that the government had not 

followed suit in such an important question (Prot. 2016/17: 42; Prot. 2016/17: 75). In the same 

debate, the Swedish foreign minister formulated an answer to the critique: 

 

“I think that you are making a fuss of this. Regardless of how much I respect the EU and 

the Commission, writing a letter to the Commission cannot be considered particularly 

strong action. It is probably the easiest thing to do. …We could not influence the content 

of the letter. It was the best decision with respect to the circumstances; it would not have 

served our interests. Now is the time to act ” (Prot. 2016/17: 42, author’s translation) 

 

In the first part of the statement, the minister insinuates that the opposition parties were 

overreacting on the matter and that writing a letter was both easy and ineffective. Moving on to 

the second part of the statement, it was moreover claimed that since Sweden could not, among 

other things, influence the content of the letter, it did not serve the national interests of Sweden. 

Finally, in order to erase previous allegations of acting slow or not energetic enough, the 

minister called upon action from then on. Ultimately, when juxtaposing the two statements, it 

is once again evident that although both the right-wing and left-wing parties opposed the 

project, there was no common solution on how to block the pipeline.  

 

6.4 Alliance patterns 

6.4.1 Cooperation with the EU  
Despite the Swedish government’s choice to abstain from co-signing the letter to the European 

commission, there were in fact other initiatives launched against the building of the pipeline. 

As previously mentioned, Sweden had basically no legal possibility to block the project on the 

national level as the Law of the Sea gives states the right to lay down pipes in other states EEZ. 

However, since it was persistently argued that the pipeline was incompatible with the objectives 

of the Energy Union, Sweden made attempts to bring up NS2 on the EU agenda (Prot. 2016/17: 

75). In a debate on October 27 in 2016, the Swedish prime minister Stefan Löfven (S) 
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emphasized how Sweden had brought up the issue on the EU-level and that the government 

expected it to be assessed from a European perspective: 

 

“We have brought up the issue. We are already discussing it. We have told the Commission 

that we want this to be investigated from a European perspective with a focus on: energy 

supply, dependence, environmental degradation, competition, Ukraine and so on” (Prot. 

2016/17: 22, author’s translation) 

 

However, in order to strengthen the message to the Commission, Sweden also teamed up with 

other Member states on the issue. In addition to being close allies, Sweden cooperated with in 

particular Denmark as both were affected by the pipeline. A common Swedish-Danish letter, 

written by the energy ministers of each country, was therefore sent to the EU: 

 

“The prime minister has brought up the issue in the European Council and the energy 

minister has done the same thing but in the energy council. Together with his Danish 

colleague, the energy minister has sent a letter to the two commissioners responsible for 

energy issues within the EU. Moreover, the government has regularly had conversations 

with the Member states, the Commission, and other actors” (Prot. 2016/17: 75, author’s 

translation) 

 

Unable to block the pipeline at the national level, Sweden thus sought cooperation within the 

EU as well as bilaterally with Denmark and other actors. Cooperation in general was in respect 

to this emphasized throughout the debate as the pre-eminent way to counteract the project. For 

example, normative endeavors such as “The Commission and the Member states should unite 

around a common approach…” (Prot. 2016/17: 42) and “it would be desirable to discuss with 

other countries which also express concerns regarding the project…” (Prot. 2016/17: 22) called 

upon common action as well as highlighted Sweden’s faith in the EU to halt the project.  

 

6.4.2 Support from the USA 
Being launched by a Russian state-owned company, the project has indeed captured world-wide 

attention. On the global level, the United States tried to influence the West by encouraging it to 

take strong action against the project due to its implications for future energy supply within the 

EU. In August 2016, Joe Biden visited Sweden to discuss several issues such as migration, 

human rights and in particular energy security. On the topic of NS2, the former American Vice 

President expressed his deepest concerns, calling it “a bad deal” in the sense that it undermined 
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the Ukrainian economy as well as it increased EU’s energy dependence on Russia, making the 

Union vulnerable for political pressures from the Kremlin (Holmström, 2016). Considering 

Sweden’s deep alignment with the West, the statement made by Biden left quite significant 

footprints in the Swedish debate. Mikael Oscarsson (KD) underpinned the opposition’s critique 

against the project by quoting Biden: 

 

“Biden, the Vice President of the United States, was here and gave fire support by 

prompting that: It’s a bad deal. And it really is a bad deal for Europe. But it is also bad for 

Sweden, not least because we are striving to become fossil-free” (Prot. 2016/17: 42, 

author’s translation) 

 

Consequently, the United States negative stance on NS2 added to Sweden’s negative attitude 

towards the project. Although the USA could not formally influence the pipeline via the EU, 

its presence in the international as well as Swedish debate indicates counterbalancing measures 

against Russia. 

 

7 Discussion 
In this section, the unfolding discussions synthesizes the previous analysis with the theoretical 

framework on geopolitics and geoeconomics. By applying the theoretical framework to each of 

the four broad themes outlined in table 2, the aim is to trace signs of either geopolitics or 

geoeconomics with regards to the target’s (Sweden) perception of and response to the NS2 

project. In order to measure whether a statement indicates geoeconomics or geopolitics, it has 

to meet the effect criteria of any of the two strategies as outlined the theoretical framework 

(Wigell and Vihma, 2016).  

 

7.1 Signs of geopolitics 

7.1.1 Threat perception  
The analysis has provided support for effects aligned with geopolitics. To begin with, it is 

possible to discern a high level of threat perception with regards to in particular the opposition 

parties view on the issue. As shown in the analysis, there has been a tendency to perceive the 

project as a geostrategic instrument employed by the Russian regime to advance in the 

international realm, which clearly depicts Russia as expansionist (Mot. 2016/17: 2467). Fear of 

potential Russian military aggression is expressed throughout the debate and is motivated by 

Russia’s previous and current behavior in Ukraine. It has been argued that since Russia used 
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military force in Ukraine and annexed Crimea in 2014, Sweden cannot exclude future 

aggressions involving military means on Swedish soil (information meeting, 2016). Endlessly 

recalling and emphasizing the importance of these seemingly military operations, Russia is 

perceived as a threat to national security. This inevitably begs the question: had Sweden 

perceived the NS2 project as equally as threatening if Russia had not reverted to military force 

in Ukraine? This question lies outside the scope of this thesis as such a factor needs to be tested 

in a future study. However, it seems like these particular events were crucial for Sweden’s threat 

evaluation of NS2.  

Widespread alarm has moreover been a consequence of Russia’s increased presence in 

the Baltic Sea region which the NS2 project has further added to. In the protocols where the 

parliament discussed the potential utilization of the Swedish ports Karlshamn and Slite, there 

was a great concern that Swedish territory would become accessible or utilized by Russia unless 

the municipalities refused to accept the lucrative deals (Prot. 2016/17: 42). This concern 

followed a geopolitical logic in the sense that it emphasized power struggles over national 

territory and ultimately the survival of the state (Marklund, 2014: 252).  

Expressions such as “advance their positions” and “receive access to Gotland” 

correspond to geopolitics as they are closely connected to the geographical variables size and 

location (Wegge and Keil, 2018: 89). By accusing Russia of advancing on a map in terms of 

seizing territory, Sweden thus perceives Russia as expansionist. In states’ struggle over more 

space, geopolitics moreover emphasizes military force as the key instrument to reach this 

objective. Although it is not explicitly expressed that NS2 enables Russia to use military force 

against Sweden, the references to expansionism in the aforementioned statement resemble 

traditional power plays in which military power is the instrument serving this purpose 

(Marklund, 2014: 251-252). 

 

7.1.2 Action-reaction force and behavioral tendency 
Geoeconomics predicts that successful operations will give rise to underbalancing behavioral 

tendencies among targets. However, when looking at the Swedish case, counterbalancing 

measures did in fact occur but on EU level (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 609-610). Although there 

were disputes between the government and the opposition on the issue, the question was never 

if Sweden should act but rather how strong action Sweden should take with regards to the 

project. Both sides argued in favor for a common EU response on the issue as Sweden had a 

better chance to block the building of the pipeline in that particular political forum (Prot. 

2016/17: 22). Instead of creating centrifugal forces that normally split the target state, the 
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pipeline fostered centripetal forces in which both the government and the opposition supported 

lobby in the EU. It is therefore possible to claim that Sweden opted for balancing behavior to 

some degree (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 609-610). 

 

7.2 Signs of geoeconomics 

7.2.1 Threat perception 
There are also clear signs of geoeconomic effects in the Swedish case. Early on in the 

familiarization of the material, it became obvious that neither the government nor the opposition 

perceived the project as “business as usual”, but rather as a “stick” (Vihma and Wigell, 2016: 

378). Also, there were no doubts that both sides were aware of the security risks and the 

potential decline in energy autonomy if Nord Steam 2 was implemented. Unlike the opposition 

parties, the government was more unwilling to politicize the issue by framing it in military 

terms which implies an inclination towards medium threat perception. Taking the vague 

statements regarding the character of the project into account, it is evident that the government 

could not or did not want to clarify the project as either geopolitics or geoeconomics. By 

expressing uncertainty regarding the nature of the project or simply refusing to condemn it 

altogether, it might be the case that the government did not want to risk deteriorated diplomatic 

relations with Russia. However, by pointing out that the project indeed had “implications for 

national security”, fear of increased dependence on Russia was an integral part of the 

government’s view on the issue (Prot. 2015/160: 130). Similar to the opposition parties, the 

government agreed that Russia’s previous aggression in Ukraine was alarming and implied an 

increased risk of future aggression in Sweden’s neighborhood (Information meeting, 2016).  

 

7.2.2 Action-reaction force and behavioral tendency 
Geoeconomic effects were more distinct when analyzing action-reaction force and behavioral 

tendencies. As previously noted, there was indeed a consensus between the government and the 

opposition that something had to be done in order to block the project. Despite this common 

view there were disputes on how strong action Sweden should take on the issue. According to 

the government, legal constraints such as the Law of the Sea and the Swedish Continental law 

applied, meaning that Sweden could not formally overrule the pipeline on the national level but 

had to seek support in the EU. The opposition, on the other hand, called upon stronger action 

by simultaneously emphasizing a strong national response as well as lobby in the EU. On the 

basis of the UN-charter, it was argued that Sweden was enabled to block the pipeline (Prot. 

2015/16: 130).  
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Taking these slightly conflicting national opinions into consideration, it is possible to 

discern centrifugal forces parallel to the centripetal once. Normally, political parties have 

different opinions on a wide range of issues but since the project had implications for national 

security, there should have been a more concerted view on the issue. Given that it is impossible 

to know actors’ intentions completely, the researcher can only base actors’ behaviors on loose 

interpretations. A reason for the conflicting opinions might therefore be the sides different 

power positions. In Sweden, the government rules the country by executing decisions taken by 

the parliament. In addition, it initiates new laws as well as it amends old once. Thus, being the 

representative for Sweden, it must adhere to certain formal and informal obligations and ways 

of conduct (Regeringskansliet, 2015).  

With regards to NS2, it is therefore likely that the government was hampered by its 

position. Surely, legal constraints made it difficult for Sweden to block the pipeline on national 

basis, but laws do not hamper strong condemnation and/or political lobbying. This would also 

explain why the opposition was enabled to direct criticism against the government on the issue. 

As it was not in a position of power, it had the opportunity to politicize and strongly condemn 

the pipeline.  

The divide between the government and the opposition was furthermore reinforced by 

the government’s decision to abstain from co-signing a letter of complaint to the EU together 

with a handful of other Member states regarding the building of the project. As the debate has 

shown, the opposition did not agree with the government that this was the best thing to do. In 

order to strengthen the message to the EU, it was argued that Sweden should utilize every 

possible political channel (Prot. 2016/17: 42). Centrifugal forces also applied with regards to 

the leasing or utilization of Swedish ports. Apart from creating tensions between the 

government and the opposition, it also gave rise to a significant split between the national and 

local level of government. As the government could not formally override Gotland and 

Karlshamn on the issue due to local self-governance, the municipalities were entitled to take 

the final decision whether to accept or refuse Gazprom’s offer (Juhlin, 2016). On the national 

level, the opposition accused the government for failing to show proper leadership with regards 

to its dealings with the municipalities. In addition, the municipalities were accused of letting 

money exceeds national security by even considering accepting the deals (Prot. 2016/17: 42). 

Ultimately, it is fair to claim that NS2 caused centrifugal forces between the government 

and the opposition in the sense that the sides did not agree on how strong measures Sweden 

should take on the issue. In addition to this, the pipeline caused a split between the national and 

local level of governance in the sense that the municipalities mainly perceived the project as 
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“business as usual”. Drawing on Crawford (2011), the pipeline worked as a wedge strategy in 

the latter scenario as it gave the municipalities inducements to lobby for the deal, that is, money 

and job opportunities. However, as both the government and the opposition opposed the project, 

it managed to drive a wedge in the internal structure of the state. As a result, underbalancing 

tendencies were seen in the material (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 611) 

 

7.3 Overlapping rather than separate frameworks? Adding to the existing framework 
When synthesizing the discussion above, the two geostrategies are overlapping each other in 

the Swedish case. During the course of the permitting process, the behavior of the Swedish 

parliament has been aligned with both strategies although the project in itself has a commercial 

character. In respect to this, one might wonder what influences Sweden to respond in 

accordance with both strategies. Based on the analysis, it seems like Russia’s previous behavior 

in the international realm has played a significant role in the evaluation of the pipeline. This is 

intriguing as the theoretical framework applied in this study has not accounted for this factor. 

Inevitably this implies that states do not solely base their threat evaluations on the operation at 

hand but also in relation to previous events. If the operating state has been aggressive in the 

past, it seems like it is more likely that the target perceives the operation as inclined towards 

geopolitics although the operation in itself has a commercial aspect. Given these preconditions, 

it is also likely that the target will adopt counterbalancing measures in order to balance the 

threat (Wigell and Vihma, 2016: 611). 

 It has been repeatedly stressed by the Swedish parliament how Russia’s previous 

behavior in Ukraine has a military dimension. By incorporating previous aggressive events in 

the debate, the parliament has displayed its awareness of the potential confrontational side of 

the project. Instead of following the pre-determined behavioral path as outlined in Wigell and 

Vihma’s framework, Sweden has thus employed both geoeconomic and geopolitical effects. 

Taking this knowledge into account, it is more accurate to imagine the Swedish case as figure 

2 below: 
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Figure 2: Revised theoretical model inspired by Wigell and Vihma (2016) 

8 Conclusions 
The research problem motivating this study was to understand why a state perceives and 

respond to a commercial project in a geopolitical manner although the operation is characterized 

as geoeconomics. To address this theoretical puzzle, the study looked at the deviant case of 

Sweden in relation to the NS2 pipeline. Ultimately, the aim was to challenge the assumption, 

outlined in Wigell and Vihma’s theoretical framework on geopolitics and geoeconomics, that 

certain geostrategies foster pre-determined behavioral paths. 

The Swedish case demonstrates the close connection between geoeconomics and 

geopolitics. Threat perception ranged between medium to high. Although the government was 

reluctant towards the project, it did not explicitly express it in the debate. A slight level of 

politicization was however evident as the government voiced in particular concerns regarding 

increased energy dependence on Russia. The opposition, on the other hand, strongly politicized 

the issue and criticized the government for not taking stronger action. Apart from the energy 

dimension, the opposition stressed the severe implications of letting Gazprom lease or utilize 

Swedish ports. The project was therefore treated as a threat to national security. The Swedish 

action-reaction force and balancing behavior had both uniting and separating tendencies. Being 

hampered by legal constraints, the parliament agreed that the subject must be placed on EU’s 

agenda. Centrifugal forces were however evident with regards to how strong action Sweden 

should take. While the government pushed for primarily EU response, the opposition 

emphasized both national and EU response. Balancing behavior occurred through the EU and 
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cooperation with in particular Denmark and underbalancing behavior in relation to the internal 

disputes between the government and the opposition. 

In contrast to the theoretical framework on geopolitics and geoeconomics, the analysis 

shows that it is difficult to outline distinct pre-determined behavioral paths with regards to 

geostrategies. As a consequence, it is difficult to separate geopolitics and geoeconomics as 

completely different theories. Although an operation objectively can be a clear manifestation 

of geoeconomics, it does not per se mean that the target will perceive and respond to it as it is 

geoeconomics. Rather, the nature of the operation and ultimately its success lies in the eyes of 

the viewer. Moreover, the applied theoretical framework has overlooked exogenous factors 

such as pivotal historical events in the international arena that evidently influences states’ 

current threat evaluations. In respect to this, the system in which geostrategies take place has 

been described as rather contained and static. Assuming that targets base their threat evaluation 

on solely the operation at hand, there has been a tendency to neglect the impact of previous 

events. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and overall recent aggressive behavior in the 

international realm has clearly made Sweden more suspicious and aware of the potentially 

strategic elements of the NS2 pipeline. If Russia had not used military power in its previous 

state affairs, Sweden may not have viewed the NS2 as equally as threatening. Considering that 

the aggressive behavior in Ukraine resembles traditional geopolitics in many ways, which is 

how states normally evaluate conflict and war, Sweden has indeed a reason to be suspicious of 

Russia’s current behavior. The image of Russia as expansionist and aggressive has therefore 

persisted over time as Sweden despite NS2:s commercial aspect, consider it a threat to national 

security. 

By working inductively, this study has managed to detect an additional mechanism that 

now is ripe for testing in future research. It is important to note that this study cannot make bold 

generalizations, but solely derive new theory from the case under investigation. Considering 

the mechanism: previous behavior in the international realm, new theory, it ought to be tested 

in order to measure its explanatory power. Future research should therefore adopt a comparative 

design in which several target’s perception of and response to a similar operation is being 

studied. 
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