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Abstract 
 

Moderate Party elites in Sweden have played a central role in redefining what ñthe problemò of 

defence policy is, moving from downsizing to NATO-aligned rearmament between 2004 and 

2025. Guided by Bacchiôs WPR framework and Elite Theory, this thesis treats defence policy 

texts as sites where security problems are constructed rather than neutral responses to an 

objective threat environment. Through a phase-sensitive design, it analyses eight authoritative 

speeches, reports and opinion pieces by Moderate leaders across three key periods: (1) ñThe 

Era of Downsizing and International Cooperationò (2004ï2013), (2) ñThe Rise of 

Securitization and Regional Tensionsò (2014ï2019), and (3) ñThe Debate over NATO 

Membershipò (2020ï2025). The study shows how Moderate elites first represent oversized 

territorial defence as anachronistic in a low-threat, globalised context, later recast defence as 

suffering from dangerous capability gaps in a darker regional order, and finally construct 

Swedenôs non-membership in NATO as institutional misalignment and vulnerability requiring 

alliance entry. Across these phases, shifting assumptions and systematic silences about threats, 

alliances, democratic contestation and distributive consequences narrow the horizon of what 

appears necessary, legitimate and debatable, while discursive, subjectification and lived effects 

successively normalise downsizing, permanent rearmament and NATO-centred security as 

responsible policy paths. The thesis concludes that elite problem representations not only justify 

major defence shifts but also delimit the democratic imagination of security by constraining 

which alternatives are rendered thinkable over time. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 9ƭƛǘŜ CǊŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ǿŜŘŜƴΩǎ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ tǊƻōƭŜƳ 

The power of elite discourse in Swedish defence policy becomes particularly visible when 

comparing the official rhetoric of two Moderate Party prime ministers at critical junctures. In 

January 2013, Fredrik Reinfeldt characterized defence as a "marginal interest" (ñsªrintresseò), 

thus signalling a period in which security policy was subordinated to fiscal priorities and 

international engagement (Reinfeldt, Interview, 2013). 

 

Twelve years later, in January 2025, Ulf Kristersson at the People and Defence National 

Conference declared that ñSwedenôs defence is the stateôs most important taskò, articulating the 

existential significance of national security in a time marked by regional war and Swedenôs 

accession to NATO (Regeringskansliet, 2025). 

 

These elite framings do not merely reflect underlying shifts in the geopolitical environment but 

actively participates in constructing new policy agendas and defining the very problems to be 

solved. Exploring how such elite statements produce, contest, and stabilize problem 

representations is essential for understanding why defence policy can change so radically in 

scope and ambition within a relatively short period. 

 

1.2 Research Problem and Significance 

The research problem addressed in this thesis is how a small group of Moderate Party elites 

have been able to redefine Swedenôs security problem over time, thereby reshaping what 

appears necessary, reasonable, and legitimate in defence and security policy. From early-2000s 

downsizing and international crisis management to large-scale rearmament and NATO 

accession, Swedish defence policy has undergone profound transformations that cannot be 

understood only as reactions to an objective threat environment. Instead, these shifts are 

mediated by elite framing, in which leading Moderate actors specify what is at stake, whose 

security is prioritised, and which trade-offs are rendered acceptable or unavoidable. 

 

Analysing how these elites construct defence as a security problem is therefore central not only 

for understanding why overarching policy orientations change, but also for grasping the 

conditions under which such changes are justified, contested, or depoliticised in a democratic 

setting. In a broader perspective, the thesis speaks to ongoing debates about elite power, 

agenda-setting, and the narrowing of political imagination in security politics, where decisions 
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with far-reaching societal consequences are often anchored in relatively closed arenas and 

presented as lacking realistic alternatives. 

 

1.3 Research Purpose and Question 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyse how Moderate Party elites construct and reconstruct 

Swedish defence policy as a security problem between 2004 and 2025, and how these 

constructions shape the boundaries of what is understood as necessary, legitimate, and 

debatable in Swedish security policy. Rather than conceptualising defence decisions as 

straightforward responses to external threats or fiscal constraints, the study focuses on how 

authoritative actors frame the problem that defence policy is supposed to solve, and how these 

problem representations change across three key phases: downsizing and international 

cooperation, re-securitisation and regional tension, and the debate on NATO membership. 

 

The analysis centres on Moderate Party leaders and other top elites whose institutional positions 

and access to authoritative platforms allow them to define Swedenôs security problem in ways 

that structure subsequent parliamentary and public debate. Guided by Bacchiôs ñWhatôs the 

Problem Represented to be?ò method and Elite Theory, the thesis asks the following research 

question: 

 

How do Moderate Party elites construct and reconstruct Swedish defence policy as a security 

problem between 2004 and 2025, and in what ways do these problem representations frame 

what is understood as necessary, legitimate and debatable in Swedish security policy? 

 

1.4 Descriptive Design, WPR and Elite Theory 

This thesis adopts a qualitative, descriptive design that treats policy texts as sites where 

problems are constructed rather than as neutral reflections of external threats or technical 

necessities. The analysis focuses on how leading representatives of the Moderate Coalition 

Party formulate and reformulate the ñproblemò of Swedish defence policy between 2004 and 

2025. The design is phase-sensitive: the empirical material is organised into three periods that 

capture major shifts in Swedish defence discourse, from downsizing and international 

cooperation, through increasing securitisation and regional tensions, to debates surrounding 

NATO membership. 

 

Analytically, the study combines Bacchiôs ñWhatôs the Problem Represented to be?ò (WPR) 

method with Elite Theory. WPR provides a structured way to interrogate how policy texts 



6 

 

represent problems, which assumptions underpin these representations, what remains 

unproblematic, silent or taken-for-granted and effects. 

 

Starting from the dominant problem representation during the period studied (between 2004 

and 2025), a phase division is made that allows for comparison. A few significant texts from 

each of the three phases are selected and analyzed. This allows for a nuanced tracing of shifting 

elite narratives ï such as the movement from portraying defence as a marginal cost to 

identifying it as the core function of the modern state. The studyôs ambition is descriptive and 

interpretive rather than explanatory. It does not attempt to establish causal relationships 

between specific discursive shifts and concrete policy decisions. Instead, depth is achieved by 

analysing and comparing problem representations within and across the three phases. 

 

1.5 Structure and Scope 

This thesis is structured into eight chapters, following a U-model approach (Alvehus, 2023; 

Lekvall & Wahlbin, 2001). The structure aims to guide the reader from theoretical foundations 

to empirical analysis and interpretive conclusions. Chapter one establishes the research context, 

questions, and methodology. Chapter two develops the theoretical and analytical framework by 

presenting core concepts from Elite Theory and by situating the study within existing research 

on Swedish defence and security policy. Chapter three details the methodological choices, 

including the constructivistïinterpretivist foundations, the three-phase design, the selection of 

Moderate Party texts, and the WPR-based coding strategy, as well as reflexivity, validity, and 

ethical considerations. 

 

Chapter four, five and six presents the empirical analysis, organized by the three key phases 

(2004ï2013, 2014ï2019, 2020ï2025), identifying core rhetorical shifts within the Moderate 

Coalition Partyôs discourse. Chapter seven offers a cross-phase discussion that compares 

problem representations over time, exploring how these discursive shifts delimit what is 

presented as necessary, possible and desirable in Swedish defence policy. Chapter eight 

concludes by summarising the main findings in relation to the research question, reflecting on 

the studyôs contributions and pointing to implications for future research and democratic debate. 

References and appendices, including documentation of the corpus and WPR coding templates, 

are presented last. 
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Chapter 2: Theory and Literature Review 

2.1 Recent Empirical Scholarship and Theoretical Synthesis 

Swedish defence and security policy scholarship has documented how the postïCold War shift 

from territorial defence to international crisis management, followed by renewed rearmament 

and alliance integration, has been closely tied to changing elite narratives and problem 

constructions. Studies of government bills, official inquiries, and parliamentary debates 

demonstrate how successive governments have redefined ñnational securityò from a primarily 

internationalist project to an increasingly territorial, existential concern as regional threats 

intensified after 2014 (Edström & Westerberg, 2020; Wieslander, 2022). This research shows 

that major changes in force structure, budget priorities, and strategic orientation are consistently 

accompanied by efforts to reframe what constitutes the core defence ñproblemò and which 

solutions appear necessary or inevitable (Andersson, 2025; Bergh & Hagström, 2023). 

A growing body of academic studies foregrounds discourse, problematisation, and symbolic 

politics in explaining these developments, often drawing on post structural and WPR-inspired 

approaches (Bacchi, 2009). Swedish and Nordic studies demonstrate how key concepts, such 

as ñthreatò, ñneutralityò, ñsolidarityò, and ñreadinessò, are constructed and sometimes rapidly 

reinterpreted in elite communication, rather than reflecting fixed realities (Hagström & Jonsson, 

2024; Sjºstedt, 2023). Crisis moments, above all Russiaôs annexation of Crimea in 2014 and 

the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, are frequently conceptualised as ñcritical juncturesò 

that enable the rearticulation of long-standing policy traditions, including the reframing of 

military non-alignment from asset to liability (Larsson, 2023; Nilsson, 2025). 

Within this broader field, scholars have analysed how elite discourse shapes both public opinion 

and intra-elite consensus around defence reforms. Research on strategic culture and doctrinal 

change traces how doctrines and strategies encode evolving norms of threat perception and 

alliance policy, emphasising the influence of relatively small groups of political and military 

decision-makers (Bynander & Danielsson, 2023; Sundström, 2023). Complementary studies 

examine how party leaders and ministers deploy framing and narrative to portray defence 

reforms as responsible and unavoidable, often linking them to broader notions of Swedish 

identity and international responsibility (Montelius, 2025; Sjöstedt, 2023). 

Despite this rich literature, several gaps remain that motivate the present study. Existing 

research provides detailed analyses of specific episodes, such as the post-Crimea shift, the 2022 

NATO decision, or individual doctrinal reforms, and explores public opinion dynamics and 
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cross-party consensus formation (Bergh & Hagström, 2023; Hagström & Jonsson, 2024). 

However, comparatively few studies track the discourse of a single political partyôs top 

leadership over the longer period from early 2000s downsizing to post 2022 rearmament and 

NATO accession, and even fewer combine Elite Theory with a systematic WPR analysis of 

problem representations. 

 

This thesis contributes by concentrating on the Moderate Coalition Partyôs elite discourse 

between 2004 and 2025, using a phase-sensitive design. By applying Bacchiôs WPR method, 

particularly question four concerning what remains unproblematic, silent, or taken-for-granted, 

and interpreting these findings through Elite Theory, the study offers an analysis of how 

Moderate leaders have redefined the ñproblemò of Swedish defence policy in relation to 

decisions first to reduce and later to strengthen defence capabilities. This addresses an 

identifiable gap in existing scholarship on Swedish defence and security policy. 

 

2.2 Swedish Defence and Elite Theory: Foundations and Evolution 

Swedish defence policy provides a particularly suitable context for applying Elite Theory, given 

the historically strong role of governments, party leaderships and a relatively small circle of 

senior officials and experts in shaping long-term strategic direction. Decisions on force 

structure, international deployments, and, more recently, on rearmament and NATO accession 

have typically been prepared and legitimised within tightly controlled arenas, such as 

government inquiries, high-level negotiations and key party forums, before being presented as 

broadly necessary or inevitable to parliament and the public. 

This institutional configuration underscores the relevance of studying how a limited group of 

political elites construct and reconstruct the ñproblemò of defence, and how their discursive 

authority conditions the range of acceptable policy options. 

Classic Elite Theory offers a conceptual foundation for understanding these dynamics. Pareto 

(1935) emphasised recurring patterns of elite circulation and argued that different ñtypesò of 

elites imprint their style of rule on political epochs, while Mosca (1939) highlighted the 

organisational superiority of ruling minorities and the ñpolitical formulasò through which they 

justify and stabilise their dominance. Moscaôs core claim is that all societies are ruled by a 

relatively small, organised minority that monopolises key political functions and resources 

(Mosca, 1939). Michelsô (1962) ñiron law of oligarchyò further suggests that even formally 
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democratic organisations tend to centralise power in practice, as leaderships accumulate control 

over information, agendas and organisational routines. 

 

Contemporary elite theorists, such as Bachrach and Baratz (1962), extend this perspective by 

conceptualising the ñsecond face of powerò as the capacity of elites to prevent certain issues 

from being raised at all, thereby rendering important conflicts invisible. Recent Swedish 

scholarship on defence and security policy resonates with these theoretical insights. Studies of 

decision-making around international operations, force reductions and later rearmament show 

that key choices were often shaped within relatively closed networks of ministers, state 

secretaries, senior officers and policy experts, whose interpretations of threats and priorities 

structured subsequent parliamentary and public debate (Bynander & Danielsson, 2023; 

Sundström, 2023; Montelius, 2025; Spindler, 2025). These analyses underline that elites 

exercise power not only through formal authority but also through discursive practices that 

define what is at stake, whose security is prioritised, and which trade-offs are presented as 

unavoidable. 

In this thesis, Elite Theory is operationalised by treating leading representatives of the Moderate 

Coalition Party, above all party leaders and prime ministers, as central political elites whose 

speeches and policy texts carry disproportionate weight in defining the problem of Swedish 

defence. Their institutional positions grant them privileged access to authoritative platforms 

and agenda-setting forums, allowing them to frame downsizing, international engagement, 

rearmament and NATO accession in ways that delimit what appears necessary, possible or 

desirable. 

Combined with Bacchiôs WPR method, and in particular the focus on what remains 

unproblematic, silent or taken-for-granted, this perspective makes it possible to analyse how 

Moderate elites exercise discursive authority both by articulating defence problems and by 

keeping alternative problem constructions off the agenda (Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi & Goodwin, 

2016; Bachrach & Baratz, 1962). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 Philosophical Foundations: Interpretivism 

This thesis is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, which understands policy and politics 

as meaning-constituting practices rather than neutral reactions to objectively given problems 

(Bevir & Rhodes, 2015; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014).  Interpretivism assumes that social 

and political realities are produced through actorsô interpretations and become accessible 

through close analysis of language, narratives, and symbols. Policy texts are therefore treated 

as situated interpretations in which political elites define what counts as a problem, which 

solutions appear rational or necessary, and how these are justified to relevant audiences, rather 

than as transparent reflections of an external security environment (Bevir & Rhodes, 2015). 

 

Within interpretive policy analysis, the central task is to reconstruct how actors make sense of 

their situation and how these meaning structures evolve in specific institutional and historical 

contexts (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014). Elite speeches, government bills, and party 

documents are approached as key artefacts of such sense-making, embedding assumptions 

about threat, responsibility, and legitimacy that delimit the horizons of what appears thinkable 

and doable in Swedish defence policy (Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). This 

orientation resonates with scholarship that foregrounds beliefs, traditions, and narratives as 

central to political action, in contrast to approaches that model policy primarily through 

variables and causal regularities (Bevir & Rhodes, 2015). 

 

The interpretivist perspective paves the way for a specific methodological approach. It justifies 

the use of qualitative documentary analysis and close reading of the Moderates' discourse, 

focusing on actions and rhetorical strategies as carriers of problem representations. The choice 

of Bacchiôs WPR framework, which explicitly conceptualises policy as problematisation and 

asks how problems are represented, which presuppositions they rely on, what remains 

unproblematic, silent, or taken-for-granted and the produced effects (Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi & 

Goodwin, 2016). Finally, interpretivism foregrounds reflexivity: the researcherôs own 

interpretations are understood as situated and partial, and criteria such as transparency, 

credibility, and coherence are prioritised over positivist notions of objectivity and reliability 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy, 2010). 

Consistent with these premises, the thesis pursues a thick descriptive and analytical ambition 

rather than a causal-explanatory one. This orientation aligns with post structural policy analysis, 
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which emphasises the productive power of discourse in constituting both policy problems and 

political subjectivities (Bacchi, 2009). 

 

3.2 Research Design 

The design operationalises the interpretivist commitment to treating policy as a site of 

meaning-making rather than as a neutral response to pre-given problems (Yanow & 

Schwartz-Shea, 2013). The study is organised around three analytically distinct phases 

corresponding to major reorientations in Swedish defence discourse and policy. 

 

Phase 1, "The Era of Downsizing and International Cooperation" (2004ï2013), captures the 

period in which defence was increasingly constructed as a ñmarginal interestò, with territorial 

defence problematised as obsolete and international crisis management prioritised. Phase 2, 

"The Rise of Securitization and Regional Tensions" (2014ï2019), begins with Russia's 

annexation of Crimea and traces the subsequent re-securitisation in defence discourse, as 

renewed threats, capability gaps, and regional instability become central elite narratives. Phase 

3, "The Debate over NATO Membership" (2020ï2025), encompasses the NATO accession 

debate and early post-membership period, during which defence is articulated as the state's 

foremost task and alliance integration as necessary and inevitable. 

 

To justify the phase division, a new phase can be said to begin when moderate elites redefine 

"what the problem is" in defence and security policy. 

Phase 1: Defence constructed as an oversized, fiscally burdensome remnant of an outdated 

invasion paradigm, with security framed as international, non-territorial, and centred around 

missions abroad. 

Phase 2: Defence redefined as a capacity and credibility deficit in a deteriorating regional order 

after Crimea, with a renewed focus on territorial defence and shortcomings towards neighbours. 

Phase 3: The problem becomes Sweden's institutional misalignment and vulnerability outside 

NATO in the face of a systemic European security crisis. 

These phases constitute the core analytical scaffolding and directly operationalise the research 

question by enabling systematic within-phase and cross-phase comparison of Moderate 

problem representations. 
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Each phase is analysed using selected WPR Questions (Bacchi, 2009), with question four, 

concerning silences and taken-for-granted assumptions, receiving particular emphasis in line 

with Elite Theory's focus on the ñsecond face of powerò (Bachrach & Baratz, 1962). 

The phased structure also reflects scholarly insights into critical junctures and elite-driven 

realignments in Swedish security policy, where 2014 and 2022 function as pivotal moments 

enabling rapid re-articulation of long-standing traditions (Larsson, 2023; Bergh & Hagström, 

2023). 

This design frame the study as a phase-sensitive, interpretive analysis of discursive change over 

time (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014). The combination of WPR-based questioning, and 

elite-theoretical interpretation constitutes the methodological strategy for translating 

interpretivist premises into concrete empirical analysis. 

 

3.3 Data Selection, Corpus Construction, and Sampling 

Data selection follows conventions of qualitative, interpretivist research and WPR 

methodology, privileging texts that are information-rich for tracing how problem 

representations of Swedish defence policy are constructed and re-articulated over time. The 

corpus consists of eight key Moderate Coalition Party texts: prime ministerial and party-leader 

speeches, parliamentary reports, and high-profile opinion articles, authored or explicitly 

endorsed by top party elites, Appendix A: List of Documents Analyzed, p. 39. These documents 

are treated as authoritative articulations of Moderate elite discourse and as primary sites where 

the ñproblemò of defence is publicly defined, justified, and sometimes contested. 

 

The corpus is organised around the three analytical phases described in the research design. 

Phase 1 (2004ï2013) includes, inter alia, Fredrik Reinfeldtôs 2004 ñFolk och Försvarò speech, 

the Defence Policy Report 2005ï2007 (ñFörsvarsutskottet, 2004/05:FöU4ò), and later 

statements framing defence as a ñmarginal interestò. Phase 2 (2014ï2019) comprises speeches 

and articles that respond to Russiaôs annexation of Crimea and articulate a more securitised 

understanding of regional threats and capability gaps. Phase 3 (2020ï2025) encompasses Ulf 

Kristerssonôs NATO-related interventions, including a central newspaper article and his 2025 

ñFolk och Försvarò speech after accession.  

The summary table on the next page lists, for each document, phase, title, author, text type, 

date, institutional status (government/opposition), and approximate length. 
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Phase  Document Title Author Text type Date Status Length 

1 01 Speech Nat. 

Conf. 2004 

Fredrik 

Reinfeldt 

Speech 2004-01-19 Opposition 1980 

words 

1 02 Defence Policy 

2005 

Moderate Party Report 2004 Opposition 1062 

words 

1 03 Speech Nat. 

Conf. 2010 

Fredrik 

Reinfeldt 

Speech 2010-04-17 Government 7144 

words 

1 04 ñDefence 

Marginal intrò 

Fredrik 

Reinfeldt 

Article 2013-01-21 Government 423 words 

2 05 Speech Nat. 

Conf. 2016 

Anna Kinberg 

Batra 

Speech 2016-11-16 Opposition 1725 

words 

2 06 ñDefence ap-

propriationsò 

Moderate Party Article 2019-01-13 Opposition 999 words 

3 07 ñS no longer 

has a vetoò 

Ulf Kristersson Article 2022-03-18 Opposition 1138 

words 

3 08 Speech Nat. 

Conf. 2025 

Ulf Kristersson Speech 2025-01-12 Government 1274 

words 

 

Summary table of selected texts. 

Purposive sampling guides corpus construction, based on five criteria: (1) direct authorship or 

clear endorsement by high-ranking Moderate elites; (2) discursive salience, indicated by 

delivery in key forums, publication in major national media, or formal status as a parliamentary 

policy document; (3) inclusion of both government and opposition positions; (4) comparability 

across phases, ensuring at least two texts per phase that address core defence issues; and (5) a 

minimum approximate length of 400 words to allow meaningful WPR coding. This strategy 

reflects Bacchiôs argument that policy analysis should start from authoritative 

problematizations and proceed by interrogating their assumptions, silences, and effects (Bacchi, 

2009; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). 

 

In a first step, the selected texts are summarized manually in Excel using a template with the 

selected and current WPR questions 1, 2, 4 and 5. This procedure supports analysis within texts 

and comparison between documents and phases, and ties data selection and corpus construction 

to the WPR analysis of Moderate elite problem representations, Appendix B: Coding Scheme 

Summary by Phase, p. 40. 

 

3.4 Analytical Framework: WPR Coding and Comparative Analysis 

In its full formulation, WPR specifies six questions, but given word limits and the thesis focus, 

this study systematically applies Questions 1, 2, 4 and 5 to each selected text. These are: (Q1) 

What is the problem represented to be in a specific policy or text? (Q2) What presuppositions 
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or assumptions underlie this representation? (Q4) What remains unproblematic, silent, or taken-

for-granted in this construction, that is, what is not questioned?  and Q5) What effects 

(discursive, subjectification, lived) are produced by this representation of the ñproblemò? 

(Bacchi, 2009, pp. 2-9, 12-18). 

 

Q4 is given prominence in the analysis chapters, as it helps to identify silences and taken-for-

granted elements that stabilise elite problem representations over time, in line with 

elite-theoretical concerns with agenda-setting and non-decision-making. Q5 is included to 

analyse how these problem representations structure the field of possible action: which policies 

appear necessary or unthinkable, how subjects are positioned, and how the horizon of 

democratic debate is narrowed or expanded. 

 

Analytically, each document is subjected to close reading and then coded according to the four 

WPR questions, Appendix C: Sample Coded Text, p. 43. For each text, problem representations, 

underlying assumptions, silences and effects are identified and linked to specific quotations and 

rhetorical strategies, such as problematisation, securitisation, appeals to responsibility, and 

claims of necessity. For each text, two examples of coded quotes/phrases are given for each 

selected WPR question. 

 

Comparative analysis proceeds in two steps. First, within each phase, WPR-based findings from 

the texts are synthesised under four recurring sub-headings corresponding to Questions 1, 2, 4 

and 5 enabling reconstruction of the dominant problem representations, assumptions, silences 

and effects in that period. Second, cross-phase comparison draws on the coded material to trace 

continuity and change in Moderate problem representations between downsizing, 

re-securitisation, and NATO accession, with particular attention to how silences and taken-for-

granted elements persist or shift. In combination, WPR coding and comparative analysis 

provide the principal means of answering the research question on how Moderate elites have 

re-defined the problem of Swedish defence policy between 2004 and 2025. 

 

3.5 Reflexivity, Trustworthiness, and Analytical Boundaries 

Reflexivity is a central requirement in interpretivist and post structural policy analysis, as it 

highlights how the researcherôs positionality, values, and prior experiences shape all stages of 

the research process (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014). In this thesis, 
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reflexivity is salient because the author has professional experience within the Swedish Armed 

Forces, including senior roles in procurement and international contexts, and thus possesses 

knowledge of the institutional field under study. This background provides contextual 

sensitivity and familiarity with defence-policy discourse, but it also risks reproducing dominant 

elite framings or underplaying alternative perspectives. The authorôs professional experience is 

therefore treated as both an analytical resource and a potential source of bias. 

 

Within an interpretivist framework, research quality is better captured by credibility and 

transparency than by positivist notions of validity and reliability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy, 

2010). Credibility is pursued by maintaining a clear chain of evidence from the original texts to 

the interpretations presented in the analysis chapters, enabling readers to trace the analytical 

moves made. 

 

Transparency is enhanced by explicit documentation of corpus construction, inclusion and 

coding, as well as reference to document, phases, and actors when empirical material is 

discussed. The analytical boundaries of the study impose clear limitations. The exclusive focus 

on public, elite-authored Moderate texts means that expert deliberations and broader media or 

public debates fall outside the systematic analysis, even though they interact with elite 

discourse. The overarching factor in this context, however, is the author's background, 

understanding and insight into the subject, with experience and a critical attitude. 

 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

In this study, no personal or confidential information is collected, all sources are publicly 

accessible, minimizing direct risks to individuals or organizations. However, ethical rigour is 

required in ensuring accurate representation of political actors' views, avoiding misquotation, 

and acknowledging the interpretive role of the researcher. Special attention is paid to reporting 

with fidelity, transparency, and respect for competing viewpoints, as well as disclosing the 

authorôs own positionality and possible influences on data interpretation. Finally, ethical 

protocols regarding citation, academic honesty, and appropriate use of public texts are 

scrupulously followed, upholding integrity throughout all stages of research design and 

reporting. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis of Phase 1: ά¢ƘŜ 9Ǌŀ ƻŦ Downsizing and International 

Cooperationέ: 2004-2013 

4.1 ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΚ 
 

Om vi byter perspektiv från den enda kvarvarande supermakten hem till vår egen svenska vardag 

kan idag svaren synas enklare än förr. Hot som fanns finns inte längre, väldigt få människor fyller 

sin vardag med att oroas över annalkande krig. Det är bra. I nationer där befolkning och politik inte 

blir alltför inriktade på säkerhetstänkande läggs grunden för ett fritt och öppet samhälle. (Fredrik 

Reinfeldt, speech at the National Conference of People and Defence 2004) 

 

In Phase 1 the problem of Swedish defence is represented as the persistence of outdated 

territorial defence structures in a world of new, diffuse risks. Reinfeldtôs 2004 speech constructs 

a ñchanged threat pictureò in which traditional state on state invasion threats are said to have 

disappeared, while terrorism, organised crime and instability in other regions are placed at the 

centre of the security agenda. 

 

The committee report and related documents reinforce this representation by arguing that the 

main problem is a mismatch between large, invasion-oriented force structures and a security 

environment defined by international crisis management and cooperation. The move towards 

expeditionary, professional forces and participation in EU, NATO and UN missions is thereby 

cast as a rational solution to the identified problem of misalignment between inherited structures 

and a globalised security environment. 

 

Within this framing, reductions and reorganisation of military capability are represented as 

necessary and modernising responses to the revised threat environment and to the demands of 

an interdependent, globalised security order. During this phase defence is repeatedly coded as 

a ñspecialò or ñmarginalò interest that must be weighed against welfare, education and other 

domestic priorities, and the absence of a direct territorial threat is invoked to legitimise cuts, 

professionalisation and an increasing focus on missions abroad. The problem is therefore not 

articulated as ñinsufficientò military resources, but as the continued existence of over 

dimensioned, obsolete structures that divert resources from higher priority tasks in a context 

where security is understood as shared, transnational and primarily non-territorial. 

 

In relation to the research question, Phase 1 shows how Moderate elites represent the decision 

to reduce defence capabilities as a forward looking, evidence based modernisation project rather 

than as retrenchment, aligning with WPRôs emphasis on how problem representations construct 
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particular futures as reasonable and necessary and with Elite Theoretical notions of how 

coordinated elites redefine what counts as a pressing policy problem and a responsible response. 

 

4.2 What assumptions underlie this representation? 

The Phase 1 representation rests on several interlocking assumptions about threat, security, state 

tasks and expertise. First, it presupposes that Sweden faces little or no traditional military threat; 

the risk of large-scale invasion is constructed as negligible, which makes extensive territorial 

defence appear unnecessary and even irrational. Security is instead assumed to be primarily 

transnational and non-territorial, with terrorism, organised crime and regional instability framed 

as the relevant problems to address through international engagement rather than national 

deterrence. 

 

Second, the representation assumes that security is best safeguarded through deepened 

integration with European and transatlantic structures, where EU and NATO cooperation are 

described as natural, modern frameworks for Swedish engagement rather than as controversial 

breaks with a neutrality tradition. 

 

A further cluster of assumptions concerns the role of the state and public finances. Defence is 

repeatedly positioned as one competing sector among many and must constantly justify its share 

of limited resources in relation to welfare and other domestic priorities; this presupposes a state 

conceived as a rational optimiser that should reallocate funds away from heavy territorial 

structures once the threat picture is declared changed. The representation also assumes that a 

smaller, technologically advanced and more flexible force, geared towards international 

missions, is superior to a large conscription-based army focused on territorial defence, implying 

that reductions do not necessarily produce vulnerability but can increase efficiency and 

relevance. 

 

Finally, there is an implicit assumption that political and expert elites have privileged access to 

the ñtrueò threat picture and are therefore entitled to redefine long standing defence models; 

public scepticism or attachment to traditional structures is not treated as a serious obstacle but 

as a residue of outdated perceptions. Taken together, these assumptions narrow the range of 

legitimate options by making downsizing and internationalisation appear as the only rational 

path, illustrating how elites exercise the ñsecond face of powerò by fixing the premises within 

which defence policy is debated. In other words, a clarification from political elites of which 

positions are regarded as legitimate and responsible. 
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4.3 What remains unproblematic, silent, or taken-for-granted? (WPR Q4) 

The WPR analysis of Phase 1 texts reveals several silences and taken-for-granted elements that 

stabilise the representation of defence as a marginal, modernizable sector. An interesting thing 

in this context is that in Reinfeldt's two selected speeches in the first phase (total 1980 + 7144 

words) defence is mentioned only once, and then as "a black hole" that costs too much. One 

striking silence concerns the long-term risks of capability loss: the texts devote little attention 

to possible future deterioration in the regional security environment or to how far reductions 

might limit Swedenôs ability to respond to unexpected military developments. By treating the 

low threat picture as given and durable, they marginalise an alternative problematisation in 

which downsizing itself might create vulnerability and dependence on others. 

A second silence relates to responsibility for potential negative consequences. While the 

representation legitimises cuts as rational considering the changed threat picture, it does not 

explore how political and military decision makers would be accountable if later events were 

to challenge the underlying assumptions. 

 

There is also a notable silence around democratic contestation. The emphasis on consensus, 

committee work and expert analysis presents the new line as broadly accepted and technically 

grounded, leaving little room to problematise the concentration of strategic choices within 

relatively closed elite arenas or to consider dissenting parliamentary or public views as 

significant. 

A further taken-for-granted element is the socio-economic impact of the reforms. Questions 

about regional effects, staffing, and the broader societal implications of shrinking the Armed 

Forces are largely absent, which prevents a framing of defence change as a redistributive or 

identity laden issue. Swedish total defence and security policy constructs "vulnerable" and 

"resilient" subjects and through this, expectations are shaped about what society and citizens 

should do in a deteriorating security environment. 

 

Finally, the assumption that deeper EU and NATO cooperation is natural and desirable is rarely 

interrogated in terms of possible implications for autonomy or future options, keeping more 

cautious or alternative foreign and security policy orientations off the agenda. 

Overall, these silences show how the Phase 1 focus on fiscal prudence, international 

engagement and modernisation, while pushing concerns about vulnerability, accountability, 
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democracy and distribution to the margins, thereby delineating what can and cannot be 

problematised within Moderate discourse on defence during this period. 

 

пΦп ²Ƙŀǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳέΚ ό²tw vрύ 

The Phase 1 problem representation produces a series of discernible discursive, subjectification 

and lived effects. Discursively, casting territorial defence as obsolete and security as primarily 

international normalises a policy trajectory of budget cuts, professionalisation and focus on 

missions abroad. Downsizing is linguistically tethered to modernisation, efficiency and 

responsibility, while maintaining larger national structures is associated with inertia and 

misallocation, which makes ambitious reductions appear almost self-evident. 

 

Subjectification effects are described in how political actors and citizens are positioned: 

responsible leaders are those who embrace the ñchanged threat pictureò and champion 

reallocations towards welfare and international crisis management, whereas critics of cuts risk 

being portrayed as nostalgic, parochial or out of touch with contemporary realities. Citizens are 

subtly invited to see themselves more as beneficiaries of welfare and contributors to global 

responsibility than as members of a state needing robust territorial defence. 

 

Lived and material effects follow from this framing: budgets are reduced, conscription is 

curtailed, and organisational reforms shrink force structure while expanding international 

commitments. These changes, in turn, feed back into discourse by making a smaller, outward 

oriented defence the new normal, rendering subsequent arguments for rearmament more 

difficult until the problem itself is redefined in later phases. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis of Phase 2: ά¢ƘŜ wƛǎŜ ƻŦ Securitization and Regional 

Tensionsέ: 2014-2019 

5.1 ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΚ 

 

ñVi har ett nytt och mºrkare sªkerhetslªge i Europa. Militªrt v¬ld och hot om v¬ld har ¬terigen blivit 

ett verktyg som anvªnds i v¬rt nªromr¬de.ò (Anna Kinberg Batra, Speech at the National Conference 

of People and Defence 2016) 

 

In Phase 2, as expressed in Anna Kinberg Batraôs 2016 ñFolk och Försvarò speech and the 

Moderate Partyôs 2019 article on defence appropriations, the problem of Swedish defence is 

represented as a dangerous capability deficit and credibility gap in an increasingly unstable 

regional security environment marked by Russian aggression and hybrid threats. The 2016 

speech constructs a ñdarkerò security landscape in which Russiaôs actions in Georgia and 

especially Crimea, rising military activity in the Baltic Sea, and major terrorist attacks in Europe 

are linked into a narrative of structural deterioration, implying that earlier low threat 

assumptions were misleading. 

 

Within this narrative, Sweden is portrayed as lagging neighbouring states in terms of spending, 

readiness and force structure, and as having allowed critical capabilities to erode over time. 

 

The 2019 article reinforces this framing by explicitly identifying ñgapsò in materiel, readiness 

and personnel as the central problems that must be addressed through higher appropriations and 

accelerated investment. The key issue is no longer the over dimensioning and cost of territorial 

defence, but the insufficiency of current capabilities to meet a more demanding and complex 

threat environment. 

 

In WPR terms, Phase 2 thus redefines the problem from ñtoo much old-fashioned defenceò to 

ñtoo little usable and credible defenceò, presenting rearmament and strengthened cooperation 

as necessary corrections to earlier retrenchment. 

 

This representation directly advances the research question by showing how Moderate elites 

move from justifying reductions to arguing that previous downsizing has produced 

vulnerabilities that now must be repaired, while simultaneously positioning themselves as 

realists who have recognised the new situation in time. 
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5.2 What assumptions underlie this representation? 

The Phase 2 representation rests on several interlocking assumptions about threat, geography, 

interdependence and responsibility. A first assumption is that Russiaôs actions and behaviour 

mark a structural break: European peace and legal norms can no longer be taken-for-granted, 

and small states like Sweden cannot rely on conflict distance, previous non-alignment or EU 

membership for protection. Security is assumed to be regionally interconnected; instability in 

Ukraine or the Baltic Sea is constructed as directly affecting Swedish safety, which makes 

national underinvestment appear particularly risky. 

 

A second set of assumptions concerns the nature of contemporary threats as multidomain and 

persistent: terrorism, cyber operations, disinformation and pressure on critical infrastructure are 

assembled into a single, complex threat environment that blurs the line between peace and crisis 

and is said to require long-term, broad-spectrum preparedness rather than narrow, event driven 

responses. 

 

A further cluster of assumptions has a comparative and utilitarian character. The texts 

presuppose that Sweden should align its defence efforts with regional partners, especially in 

terms of spending levels and capability benchmarks; references to other statesô investments and 

force structures function as quasi objective standards against which Swedish policy is measured 

and found wanting. Implicitly, the representation assumes that increased spending and 

capability, if planned correctly, will translate into enhanced security and deterrence, while 

failure to act will undermine credibility both at home and with partners. 

 

Finally, there is a strong elite responsibility assumption: the texts take for granted that 

responsible political leaders must ñspeak hard truthsò about the need for higher defence 

appropriations and stronger cooperation, even if this entails breaking with earlier consensus 

about low threat levels. These assumptions shape what counts as realistic in WPR terms, 

rendering substantial reinvestments and closer ties to NATO and the United States as the only 

rational path forward, and illustrating how elites again set the premises of debate by defining 

which futures appear viable and which are coded as naive or dangerous. 

 

5.3 What remains unproblematic, silent, or taken-for-granted? (WPR Q4) 

The WPR analysis of Phase 2 texts reveals several systematic silences and taken-for-granted 

elements that stabilise the representation of capability gaps and rearmament. One major silence 

concerns the long-term fiscal and distributive consequences of sustained increases in defence 
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spending. While the need to ñregainò capability and move towards higher spending levels is 

emphasised, the texts devote little attention to how expanded defence budgets might affect other 

policy areas, regional inequalities or the balance between military and civil preparedness over 

time. Trade-offs are mentioned primarily to justify higher defence appropriations, not as 

contested choices with distributional effects that could be problematised. 

 

A second silence relates to political responsibility for earlier reductions: the representation 

treats past downsizing largely as background or as a collective misjudgement corrected by new 

information, rather than as a set of specific decisions for which identifiable elites might be held 

accountable. This is in line with studies how responsibility for earlier choices is diffused rather 

than personalised in Swedish defence and security debates. 

 

There are also silences around alternative strategic options. Although deeper cooperation with 

NATO and the United States is portrayed as natural and desirable, the potential risks of 

increased dependency, entanglement in allied strategies or escalation dynamics vis à vis Russia 

receive limited systematic attention, despite being present in the wider Swedish debate (Simons, 

2019; Hagström, 2021). 

 

Non-military or confidence building approaches to regional security, or paths that would 

maintain a more cautious posture while still strengthening national capability, are rarely 

developed as serious alternatives within the analysed texts. The Swedish NATO debate is 

structured by productive and disciplinary power: pro-NATO positions are framed as rational, 

modern and self-evident, while more cautious or critical views are frequently coded as naive, 

nostalgic or irresponsible. 

 

One observation in the moderate politicians' argumentation and problem formulation is that 

when the defence budget is discussed in the light of savings, the defence budget is set against 

other important societal resources. Whereas when the need to increase defence capability, and 

thus an increased defence budget, is set only against the current threat, the fact that other budget 

items would be affected is not mentioned. 

 

Finally, the portrayal of broad elite consensus in the Defence Commission and across most 

parties is taken-for-granted as an unconditional advantage and a sign of realism and 

responsibility, while the democratic implications of limited contestation, such as the 

marginalisation of sceptical voices or compressed public debate, are not problematised. This 
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has potentially ambiguous implications for democratic freedom of competition, insofar as 

strong cross-party consensus and limited contestation can be seen as manifestations of 

oligarchic tendencies within representative democracy (Michels, 1962). 

 

Together, these silences indicate where the boundaries of the thinkable are drawn in Phase 2: 

questions about long term fiscal priorities, alliance dependence and democratic openness 

remain largely outside the frame, as Moderate elites centre a problem representation in which 

filling capability gaps and aligning with partners appear as technically necessary and politically 

inevitable courses of action. 

 

рΦп ²Ƙŀǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳέΚ ό²tw vрύ 

The Phase 2 problem representation produces significant discursive, subjectification and lived 

effects. Discursively, redefining the problem as a capability and credibility deficit normalises 

permanent rearmament and higher spending levels as necessary corrections rather than 

discretionary choices. The 2 percent of GDP benchmark and references to expert warnings help 

to stabilise a new common sense in which underfunding is equated with irresponsibility and in 

which debate centres on the pace and scale of increases rather than on their overall direction. 

 

Subjectification effects are visible in how political actors and citizens are positioned: 

responsible elites are those who heed military and agency assessments, argue for stronger 

defence and advocate deeper regional and transatlantic cooperation, while doubtersô risk being 

portrayed as naive, complacent or insufficiently attuned to the gravity of the situation. Citizens 

are invited to see themselves as part of a vulnerable but determined Nordic Baltic community 

that must accept higher costs to ensure security. 

 

Lived and material effects follow from this framing, including substantial budgetary increases, 

decisions to reintroduce and expand conscription, investments in brigades and enablers, and 

intensified exercises and planning with neighbouring states and NATO. These measures, once 

implemented, further entrench the perception that Sweden has entered a long-term era of 

heightened tension where elevated defence efforts are the new normal, laying important 

groundwork for the later framing of NATO membership as a logical next step. 
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Chapter 6: Analysis of Phase 3: ά¢ƘŜ Debate over NATO Membershipέ: 

2020-2025 

6.1 ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΚ 

 

ñRysslands aggression understryker samtidigt hur s¬rbart ªven Sverige ªr, s¬ lªnge vi st¬r utanfºr 

Natos gemensamma och bindande sªkerhetsgarantier.ò (Ulf Kristersson, òDN Debattò, 2022) 

 

In Phase 3, as articulated in Ulf Kristerssonôs 2022 ñDN Debattò article on NATO and his 2025 

ñFolk och Försvarò speech after accession, the central problem of Swedish defence is 

represented as Swedenôs acute vulnerability outside NATO and, after membership, the 

challenge of acting as a responsible ally in a persistently unsafe European security order. 

 

The DN article constructs Russiaôs full-scale invasion of Ukraine as a decisive watershed that 

reveals non-alignment to be a dangerous anachronism for a militarily engaged state 

geographically close to the war, thereby reframing Swedenôs previous policy as a source of 

exposure rather than protection. The 2025 speech continues this line by representing the key 

problem not as whether Sweden should be a member of NATO, but how quickly and credibly 

it can integrate and contribute within the alliance, given a security environment described as 

structurally unstable. 

 

Within this framing, the earlier debate about balancing non-alignment and cooperation is 

replaced by a representation in which the decisive choice has already been made membership 

is portrayed as the necessary alignment of political form with an underlying reality of solidarity, 

shared threats and deep cooperation. The problem is thus no longer whether to join, but how to 

remedy the risks accumulated by delayed accession and how to meet new obligations as an ally, 

which legitimises rapid adjustments in force posture, spending and strategic priorities. 

 

In WPR terms, Phase 3 redefines the defence ñproblemò as institutional misalignment and then 

as performance within a new institutional frame, presenting NATO accession first as the only 

responsible solution to vulnerability and subsequently as the unquestioned baseline for all 

further defence choices. In this representation, remaining outside the alliance appears 

increasingly irresponsible and anachronistic, while joining becomes the obvious way to secure 

Swedenôs freedom and contribute to regional stability. 
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6.2 What assumptions underlie this representation? 

The Phase 3 representation rests on a series of interconnected assumptions about threats, 

alliances, temporal urgency and political responsibility. First, it assumes that Russiaôs invasion 

of Ukraine marks a fundamental break in European security: war in Europe is no longer an 

abstract scenario but an ongoing reality, and small and medium sized states cannot rely on 

geography, EU membership or informal partnerships for their ultimate protection. Russiaôs 

full -scale invasion is treated as a fundamental break which forces small states like Sweden to 

rethink how they can be protected. 

 

This presupposes that the structural nature of the threat makes neutrality or non-alignment not 

just sub-optimal but actively dangerous, particularly for a state that has already dismantled large 

parts of its Cold War territorial defence. A view supported by several researchers and official 

analyses; once Russiaôs behaviour is framed as a structural, long-term threat, remaining outside 

formal alliances is reconstructed as exposing Sweden to strategic vulnerability rather than 

preserving wise independence (Dalsjö, 2017; Government Offices of Sweden, 2022; Swedish 

Defence Commission, 2023). 

 

Second, the representation assumes that collective defence guarantees are indispensable in such 

an environment; NATOôs Article 5 is constructed as the only credible security guarantee for 

Sweden and its neighbours, and alliance membership is therefore coded as a necessity rather 

than a preference. 

 

A further set of assumptions concerns Nordic and regional dynamics. The texts presuppose that 

Finlandôs choice to seek and obtain NATO membership fundamentally alters Swedenôs security 

position, so that remaining outside the alliance becomes synonymous with isolation and 

potential vulnerability between allied territories. There is also an implicit assumption that 

Swedenôs long-standing cooperation with NATO ï participation in exercises, capability 

development and crisis management ï has already aligned it politically and militarily with the 

alliance, making formal membership a logical completion rather than a radical break. 

 

Finally, the representation assumes that responsible elites must act quickly and decisively when 

the security environment changes, and that delay or sustained hesitation is itself a form of risk 

taking; this underpins the portrayal of rapid accession as prudent and of continued non-

alignment as irresponsible towards both Swedish citizens and partners. These assumptions 

narrow the range of credible options by rendering sustained non-alignment, slower integration 
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or alternative security arrangements as unrealistic or morally questionable, illustrating again 

how elite actors set the premises for what counts as realistic and responsible in defence policy. 

 

6.3 What remains unproblematic, silent, or taken-for-granted? (WPR Q4) 

The WPR analysis of Phase 3 texts identifies several silences and taken-for-granted elements 

concerning alternative strategies, domestic costs and democratic contestation. One major 

silence concerns the long-term implications of alliance obligations for Swedish autonomy, 

strategic flexibility and future exposure to nuclear weapons planning. While the texts stress the 

benefits of collective defence guarantees and enhanced deterrence, they say relatively little 

about how binding alliance commitments might affect Swedenôs ability to choose whether and 

how to participate in future operations, or how they could limit room for manoeuvre in crises 

beyond the immediate Nordic area. 

 

Another silence relates to the domestic socio-economic and regional consequences of the 

combined rearmament and alliance shift: questions about where new units will be based, how 

industry and local communities are affected, and how increased spending interacts with other 

policy priorities are largely kept off the agenda, preventing a more distributive problematisation 

of NATO related reforms. 

 

There is also limited problematisation of democratic processes around the shift from non- 

alignment to membership. Although parliamentary majorities and consultations are highlighted, 

the texts pay little attention to the speed of the decision, the scope of public debate, or the 

position of actors who opposed or questioned NATO accession, thereby downplaying a problem 

frame centred on democratic deliberation and pluralism. 

 

Finally, the representation takes for granted that the new baseline, a heavily rearmed NATO 

integrated Sweden, is normatively and strategically desirable and does not seriously consider 

alternative future trajectories such as renewed emphasis on non-military security, regional 

confidence building, or a rebalancing of military and civil defence once membership is 

consolidated. 

 

Overall, these silences show how the Phase 3 centres vulnerability outside NATO, the necessity 

of alliance guarantees and the imperative of credible allied performance, while pushing 

concerns about autonomy, distribution and democratic openness to the margins, thereby 
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delineating the horizon of what can be problematised in Moderate discourse on defence in the 

early post accession period. 

 

6.4 ²Ƙŀǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳέΚ (WPR Q5) 

The Phase 3 problem representation generates far reaching discursive, subjectification and lived 

effects. Discursively, defining the problem as Swedish vulnerability outside NATO normalises 

accession as the only credible solution and narrows debate to technical and temporal issues: 

sequencing with Finland, managing the application process, and calibrating contributions once 

inside the alliance. Earlier alternatives are recast as historical stages that have now been 

overtaken by events, which consolidates a NATO centred security imaginary as the new 

common sense. 

 

Subjectification effects appear in how political actors and citizens are positioned. Responsible 

leaders are those who advocate swift membership, prepare national institutions for integration 

and present Sweden as a reliable ally, while parties or actors who hesitate risk being depicted 

as passive blockers or ñanchorsò holding the country back. Citizens are invited to see 

themselves as members of a threatened ñfree worldò with both rights and duties: they must 

accept increased defence spending, expanded total defence obligations and a more prominent 

role in allied operations. 

 

Lived and material effects include the entrenchment of very high defence budgets, long term 

capability plans designed around alliance requirements, intensified exercises and deployments 

with NATO partners, and expanding conscription and civil defence structures. Together, these 

changes not only implement the new problem representation but also make it progressively 

harder to imagine returning to earlier models of Swedish security, thereby closing the circle 

between discourse and institutional transformation. 
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Chapter 7: Comparative Discussion 

7.1 Continuity and change in the problem representation 

Across the three phases, the Moderate Coalition Party successively redefines the ñproblemò of 

Swedish defence policy from obsolete territorial structures in Phase 1, through dangerous 

capability gaps in Phase 2, to institutional misalignment outside NATO in Phase 3. These 

shifting problem representations accompany and help legitimise major policy changes: first 

downsizing and internationalisation, then rearmament and renewed focus on territorial defence, 

and finally alliance accession. 

 

Continuity lies less in specific policy prescriptions than in a recurring elite strategy of 

problematisation. In each phase, Moderate leaders present themselves as responsible 

interpreters of a changing world who must update Swedenôs course: as modernisers who dare 

to cut outdated forces, as realists who recognise that earlier cuts created vulnerability, and as 

statesmen who complete Swedenôs security trajectory through NATO. 

 

Seen through Elite Theory, this pattern suggests that discursive flexibility is central to how 

leading politicians maintain authority across shifting contexts. When external events and 

assessments can be mobilised to reframe the problem, previous settlements are not described as 

mistakes but as rational responses to earlier conditions, while new conditions now demand 

further change. 

 

The question then becomes not only how the ñproblemò changes, but how these redefinitions 

function as mechanisms for elites to retain legitimacy despite, and sometimes because of, their 

involvement in earlier decisions. The long-term movement from ñmarginal interestò to ñthe 

stateôs most important taskò thus reflects both geopolitical developments and an evolving 

narrative in which Moderate elites continually re-position themselves as the actors who see 

most clearly what must be done. 

 

7.2 Shifting assumptions and taken-for-granted elements 

The three phases also differ in their underlying assumptions and silences. In Phase 1, low 

invasion risk, the superiority of small, flexible forces and the self-evidence of international 

crisis management underpin a representation in which downsizing appears modern and 

responsible. In Phase 2, assumptions about a structurally more dangerous regional environment, 
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multidomain threats and the need to ñcatch upò with regional partners support the view that 

substantial reinvestments in capabilities and readiness are the only realistic path. 

 

In Phase 3, Russiaôs invasion of Ukraine, Finlandôs accession and the depth of existing 

cooperation are treated as facts that make NATO membership appear almost inevitable. At each 

stage, particular futures are normalised as rational while others recede from view. 

 

These evolving baselines indicate how the ñsecond face of powerò operates over time. Once 

low threat and internationalisation are taken-for-granted, questioning downsizing becomes 

difficult; once a ñdarker security environmentò and regional benchmarks are accepted, doubting 

rearmament and closer NATO ties appears unrealistic; once alliance entry is framed as the 

logical conclusion of previous steps, maintaining non-alignment seems irresponsible. 

 

In WPR terms, these assumptions and silences delimit what can be problematised in each period 

by fixing what is treated as self-evident and what remains outside the frame. This raises a 

broader question central to Elite Theory: is the main object of elite control the concrete content 

of defence policy, or the horizon of plausible options within which policy debates can take 

place? 

 

7.3 How the representations happened 

These representations do not emerge in a vacuum but are narratively tied to ñcritical juncturesò 

and learning stories that retrospectively legitimise change. In Phase 1, elites invoke a ñchanged 

threat pictureò and globalisation to justify moving away from Cold War era structures, 

presenting reforms as technical adaptation to objective analysis. 

 

Phase 2 origin stories centre on Russiaôs annexation of Crimea and subsequent behaviour, 

which are mobilised as proof that previous downsizing went too far and that rearmament is a 

necessary correction. 

 

In Phase 3, Russiaôs full-scale invasion of Ukraine and Finlandôs choices are presented as 

decisive events showing that non membership in NATO has become untenable. Across phases, 

these origin stories have important effects: they attribute agency to external shocks, downplay 

earlier elite responsibility for now problematised choices, and make each new representation 

appear as a belated recognition of reality rather than a contested political project. 
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7.4 Major effects by the representation of the problem 

Taken together, the shifting problem representations generate cumulative discursive, 

subjectification and lived effects that reshape Swedish defence policy and its democratic 

horizons. Discursively, each phase narrows the field of acceptable options: from making 

downsizing and internationalisation the modern default, via normalising permanent rearmament 

and 2 percent benchmarks, to establishing NATO centred security as the only serious model. 

 

Subjectification effects can be traced in how elites and citizens are positioned: Phase 1 elevates 

the fiscally responsible moderniser, Phase 2 the realist rearmament advocate embedded in a 

threatened Nordic Baltic community, and Phase 3 the NATO statesman and dutiful ally; 

opposing roles, sceptical of cuts, rearmament or membership, are intermittently cast as 

nostalgic, naive or obstructive. 

 

Lived and material effects follow as budgets, force structures, conscription policies and alliance 

commitments are successively reconfigured, with each discursive shift leaving institutional 

sediment that constrains subsequent choices, thereby illustrating how elite problem 

representations not only describe but actively shape the trajectory and perceived inevitability 

of Swedish defence policy. 

 

The analysis thus points to a gradual limitation of what can be publicly debated about defence, 

which raises further questions about how elite-driven problem representations interact with 

ideals of democratic accountability in security policy, especially when decisions involve long-

term commitments and are motivated in response to crises. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

8.1 Restating the purpose and research question 

This thesis has examined how Moderate Party elites construct and reconstruct Swedish defence 

policy as a security problem between 2004 and 2025, and how these constructions shape what 

appears necessary, legitimate and debatable in Swedish security policy. The study has treated 

policy texts as sites of problematisation rather than neutral reflections of an objective threat 

environment, applying Bacchiôs WPR framework, specifically Questions 1, 2, 4 and 5, together 

with Elite Theory to trace shifting problem representations, their underlying assumptions, their 

silences and their discursive, subjectification and lived effects. 

 

8.2 Answering the research question 

The analysis shows that Moderate elites repeatedly redefined the core defence problem across 

three phases: from oversized, outdated territorial structures in a globalised, low threat 

environment; to a capability and credibility deficit in a deteriorating regional order; and finally, 

to institutional vulnerability and misalignment outside NATO in a systemic crisis. 

 

Underlying assumptions also shifted from the obsolescence of invasion defence and the benign 

nature of internationalisation, via a focus on revisionist Russia and expert identified capability 

gaps, to the presupposition that NATO membership is the only serious security model. Silences 

and taken-for-granted changed accordingly but consistently narrowed the visible spectrum of 

alternatives in each phase. 

 

A key finding is that these representations generated distinct discursive, subjectification and 

lived effects, normalising first downsizing and international missions, then permanent 

rearmament and 2 percent benchmarks, and finally NATO centred security as the only 

responsible horizon, while positioning elites and citizens in specific roles and reconfiguring 

budgets, force structures and alliance commitments. 

 

Across all three phases, Moderate elites assume that security must be organised through 

increasingly deepened cooperation with European and transatlantic partners, even as 

institutional form and intensity shift. 

 

An additional finding is that elite origin stories about how the current situation came about help 

to normalise abrupt policy turns and shield leaders from responsibility for earlier choices. 
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Across the phases, these origin stories illustrate how elites mobilise historical and geopolitical 

narratives to recast their own previous positions as reasonable, while presenting present policies 

as inevitable. Swedish elites narrate a trajectory from reasonable past restraint to inevitable 

present rearmament and NATO membership. 

 

Taken together, these findings show that the Moderate Coalition Party has not simply reacted 

to an objectively changing threat environment but has actively participated in constructing what 

counts as the defence problem and which responses appear necessary. 

 

At a macro level, the analysis reveals that the dramatic shift from "marginal interest" to "the 

state's most important task" illustrates how elite discourse governs the horizon of acceptable 

options, delimiting what appears responsible and which alternatives remain marginal or 

unthinkable. Power in Swedish security policy lies not only in concrete decisions but in shaping 

what is on (and off) the agenda, who counts as responsible and what futures seem thinkable. 

 

8.3 Contributions and implications 

The thesis contributes empirically by providing a phase sensitive reconstruction of Moderate 

elite defence discourse over two decades, linking major policy shifts to changing problem 

representations rather than treating them as straightforward reactions to events. Theoretically 

and methodologically, it shows the value of combining elite theory with a WPR approach that 

foregrounds not only how problems are framed (Q1, Q2, Q4) but also what effects these 

framings produce (Q5) in terms of discourses, subject positions and material trajectories. 

 

This highlights the ñsecond face of powerò in Swedish security politics: elites wield influence 

not only by deciding between options, but by defining the problem in ways that render some 

options unthinkable and some forms of opposition irrational or irresponsible. Normatively, the 

findings suggest that democratic scrutiny of defence policy must attend as much to how 

problems are constructed and to the silences and effects embedded in these constructions, as to 

the formal decisions that follow. 

 

These findings have implications beyond Swedish defence policy. They point to a more general 

problem in contemporary democracies, where highly securitised policy areas are often governed 

through elite discourses that present profound strategic choices as necessary and unavoidable, 

thereby constraining public contestation. In highly securitised fields, elites shape not only 

policy outputs but also the terms of debate, making far reaching choices look both necessary 
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and barely contestable. This dynamic resonates with classic concerns about oligarchic 

tendencies in representative democracy, where organisational and informational advantages 

allow small leadership groups to constrain meaningful competition and dissent. 

 

For debates on democratic accountability, the thesis suggests that attention should not only be 

paid to formal decision-making procedures, but also to the discursive framing of what is at 

stake, whose security counts, and which trade-offs are rendered visible. In this sense, the 

shaping of elite discourse in defence policy is also a power to delimit the democratic 

imagination of security. 

 

8.4 Future research and final reflections 

Future research could extend this study in several directions, for example by examining how 

other partiesô elites construct defence problems over the same period, or by systematically 

analysing how media and expert communitiesô uptake and refract Moderate problem 

representations. Another avenue would be to investigate the lived and material effects only 

touched upon here, such as regional socio-economic impacts of rearmament, the everyday 

experiences of conscription and total defence obligations in a NATO era, or how specific groups 

are positioned within emerging security imaginaries. 

 

Finally, the thesis underscores the importance of reflexive awareness among researchers and 

citizens about how elite discourses shape the perceived inevitability of defence choices; 

recognising that defence policy is not just about ñresponding to threatsò but about deciding 

which threats, whose security and which futures are rendered thinkable opens space for broader 

and more contested democratic debate in Swedish security politics. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: List of Documents Analyzed 
 

This appendix provides a complete list of all policy documents, media articles, and other 

materials that were analyzed in Chapter 4-6. The list includes the title, author (if applicable), 

source, date, and a brief description of each document. This appendix allows to assess the scope 

and representativeness of the data used in the analysis. 

Document summary for Phase 1, the period 2004-2013: ñThe Era of Downsizing and 

International Cooperationò 

1. "Speech by Fredrik Reinfeldt at the National Conference of People and Defence 2004", 

published 2004-01-19 (1980 words), (Moderate Coalition Party in opposition) 

2. "Sweden's Defence Policy 2005-2007 ", Report 2004/05:FöU 4 (1062 words), 

(Moderate Coalition Party in opposition) 

3. "Speech by Fredrik Reinfeldt at the Moderate Party's national conference 2010", 

published 2010-04-17 (7144 words), (Moderate Coalition Party in government)  

4. "Defence is a marginal interest", article in DN published 2013-01-21 (423 words), 

(Moderate Coalition Party in government)  

Document summary for Phase 2, the period 2014-2019: ñThe Rise of Securitization and 

Regional Tensionsò 

5. "Anna Kinberg Batra: Speech at the National Conference of People and Defence 2016ò, 

published 2016-01-11 (1725 words), (Moderate Coalition Party in opposition) 

6. "Defence appropriations should be increased further", article in SvD published 2019-

01-13 (999 words), (Moderate Coalition Party in opposition) 

Document summary for Phase 3, the period 2020-2025: ñThe Debate over NATO 

Membershipò  

7. "S no longer has a veto against Swedish NATO membership", article in DN published 

2022-03-18 (1138 words), (Moderate Coalition Party in opposition) 

8. "Speech by Ulf Kristersson at the People and Defence National Conference 2025", 

published 2025-01-12 (1274 words), (Moderate Coalition Party in government) 
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Appendix B: Coding Scheme Summary by Phase 
 

This appendix provides a summary description of each selected text (prime ministerial and 

party-leader speeches, parliamentary reports, and high-profile opinion articles) with a 

breakdown of each selected WPR question and a presentation for each Phase. This appendix 

enhances the transparency and replicability of the analysis. 

Manual Coding Book Phase 1, Code nr. 01-04 - 2004-2013:òThe Era of Downsizing 

and International Cooperationò 
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Manual Coding Book Phase 2, Code nr. 05-06 - 2014-2019: ñThe Rise of Securitization 

and Regional Tensionsò 
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Manual Coding Book Phase 3, Code nr. 07-08 - 2020-2025: ñThe Debate over NATO 

Membershipò 
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Appendix C: Sample Coded Text 
 

This appendix provides excerpts from the coded data, illustrating how the coding scheme was 

applied to specific documents. The excerpts show the coded text, along with the corresponding 

coding categories and explanations. 

 

Coding for Document 01, Fredrik Reinfeldt speech 2004. 
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Coding for Document 02, Försvarsutskottet Report 2005-2007. 
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Coding for Document 03, Fredrik Reinfeldt speech 2010. 

 


