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ABSTRACT

Sub-regional defence cooperation has increased significantly over the past decade. At the same
time, theories of security and defence integration continue to focus primarily on traditional
analytical levels, i.e. the system, regional, and unit levels, while comparatively little attention
has been devoted to sub-regional forms of cooperation. Against this backdrop, this thesis
utilises a qualitative content analysis to investigate the characteristics and driving forces of
Nordic defence cooperation. A document-based collection strategy is applied, primarily to
documents published by Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO) and the Nordic
governments. The purpose of this thesis is twofold: to describe how a sub-regional cooperation
such as the Nordic cooperation has emerged and developed over time, and to explain the driving
forces behind it, specifically within the defence sector. The findings indicate that Nordic
cooperation initially developed within the societal and political sectors before gradually
expanding into the defence sector. This process was largely characterised by non-binding forms
of cooperation, which over time contributed to the emergence of a Nordic security community.
With regard to the establishment and development of NORDEFCO, the study suggests that
shared identity, common values, and mutual trust constituted the primary foundations for
deeper defence cooperation. Constructivist factors related to Nordic identity and security
culture appear to have facilitated continued cooperation despite historical differences in formal
security alignments among the Nordic states. At the same time, specific defence initiatives and
trends can also be explained through liberal institutionalist perspectives emphasising economic
rationality, cost-efficiency, and material benefits. More recently, the deteriorating European
security environment has further strengthened incentives for defence cooperation, reflecting a
neorealist logic in which states intensify security cooperation in response to perceived external
threats and shifts in the balance of power. This thesis contributes to developing an under-
examined field of sub-regional security and defence cooperation, by a systematic investigation
of the sub-regional dynamics of the Nordic cooperation. As such, the thesis opens for further
research in this area, either in terms of in-depth analyses of integration within other sub-regional

sectors or as comparative studies between different sub-regional defence organisations.

Key words: sub-regional security, sub-regional integration, Nordic countries, NORDEFCO.



Content

A B S T R A T e ettt e e e ettt et e e e ha e e et e e e ar e e anraearaeeas 2
L INTRODUGCTION ...ttt e s e e e ne e e e saa e e abeeeennaeeasaeeanses 5
1.1 RESEARCH PROBLEM ...c.viuiitiitetesiattsteseesessestessesessessesessessessesessessessasessessesessessessassssessensasens 7
1.2 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS ....vtuvtuieriateseeseesesseseesessesseseesessessessesessessesessessessessssessessasenns 9
1.3 THESIS OUTLINE ..utiiiutietie sttt eteesite e tee et e be e st sbeessb e e ebe e e st e e nbeeemb e et e e e mbe e sbe e e mbeeabeeanbeenaneanes 9

2. THEORY et e e st e e et e e e s s e e e sab e e e aeeeateeeanneeeanes 10
2.1 CONCEPTUALISING SECURITY - A MULTI-SECTORAL APPROACH.......cccerurierieriniesrereareanes 10
2.2 CONCEPTUALISING SUB-REGIONAL COOPERATION ....vviverieriateriesiereseeseesessessesessessesensennes 11
2.3 DRIVING FORCES BEHIND SECURITY COOPERATION ......coiuvieiieiiiesieesieesieesiessinessseesenens 14
2.3. 1 INTERNAL FACTORS ...eeetttautteiteessttestesaseaessesssseessesassaessesssseassessssesssessssessssssssessssssnsesssnens 15
2.3.2 EXTERNAL FACTORS ...vtttutettateteseatessessesessessesessessessasessessessssessessesessessesessessessssessessasssses 17

3. METHODOLOGY ...ttt sttt ettt sa et sa et ne b b ne s 20
3.1 QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS .utiiiuiieitiesiteesieeateesteassbeesteessseessesssbeesssesssesssnesnsesssneas 20
3.2 CHOICE OF MATERIAL AND LIMITATIONS ... .ceitteititatiesieeaieesteesseesieesseesseesseessessssesssnens 21
3.3 PROCEDURE OF ANALYSIS ...ecuiittieuiatestestesessessesessessessasessessessssessessesessessesessessessssessessessnses 22

A, ANALYSIS. ...ttt bttt neens 25
4.1 THE MANIFESTATION OF THE NORDIC COOPERATION .....ciitieiiiieieesiieesiensnreesieeseesseeeennes 25
4.1.1 “NORDISM’” AND THE NORDIC COMMUNITY ....coiutiiiiiiiiieniiesiteesieeseeesiessneeesseesnsessnessneas 25
4.1.2 CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NORDIC COOPERATION: MULTI-SECTORAL ....cccvvvaiierinennne 26
4.1.3 DISTINGUISHING THE NORDIC COOPERATION FROM ITS SUPRA-REGION THE EU ......... 31
4.2 THE DRIVING FORCES OF NORDIC DEFENCE COOPERATION ......ceitiiiuiieniinanieesieesneesseeeanees 33
4.2. 1 INTERNAL FACTORS ....tteitteiuteesteeateesiteatessseeasseessseasessseesssesssseesseesssesssessnsesssessnsesssessnnes 35
I o (04 1] o SRR 37
4.2.3 EXTERNAL FACTORS ....ccuttiteeatitateesiteateesieeateessseabeeaseeaaseessseasbeesnneesseeanbeesbeesnneenneeenns 38
4.2.3.1 CONCIUSION.....ceiitieie ettt ettt e et e st e e reesreesaeeneesnaesaeeneennees 43

G =1 U i PR RUPTR 44

5. CONCLUSION .....oo ittt ettt se ettt ene bt ene s 46
5.1 CONCLUDING REMARKS .....cutiiiiiiitieitie ettt ettt ettt sttt e bt e sbeesnneesneeanneenneeas 46
5.2 CONTRIBUTION AND FURTHER RESEARCH........utiiiiiiiieiiieiieesiee sttt 47
BIBLIOGRAPHY .ottt e et e et e e e nna e e e nna e e e neeeenneas 49



List of acronyms used

CARD Coordinated Annual Review on Defence
CFSP Common Foreign and Security Policy
EDC European Defence Community

EDF European Defence Fund

Ell (EI2) European Intervention Initiative
EU European Union

JEF British-led Joint Expeditionary Force
Lol Letter of Intent

MENA Middle East and North Africa

MoU Memorandum of Understanding
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
NORDAC Nordic Armaments Cooperation

NORDBERFN Nordic stand-by force in United Nations service
NORDCAPS Nordic Coordinated Arrangement for Peace Support

NORDEFCO Nordic Defence Cooperation

NORDEK Organisation for Nordic Economic Co-operation

NORDSAMFN Nordic UN Stand-by Forces

NORDSUP Nordic Supportive Defence Structures

PESCO The Permanent Structured Cooperation
RSC Regional Security Complex
RSCT Regional Security Complex Theory

SAMAK Joint Committee of the Nordic Social Democratic Labour Movement

TA Technical Agreement

SC Security Community

SCO Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
Sol Statement of Intent

V4 Visegrad Group



1. Introduction

In recent years there has been a rapid increase of regional cooperation between military sectors
across the globe. In the European Union (EU), a plethora of new defence initiatives has
emerged, particularly between 2016 and 2018, such as the Permanent Structured Cooperation
(PESCO), the European Defence Fund (EDF) and the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence
(CARD), to mention a few notable examples. The most ambitious initiative out of these is
PESCO which brings 26 member states together in different projects, with the overarching goal
to enhance and coordinate their military capabilities.

Outside of formal EU-institutions, different forms of sub-regional cooperations with a single
dominant leader have been initiated or enhanced, such as the French-led the European
Intervention Initiative (EI2), the British-led Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) and the German-
led Framework Nations Concept (FNC) (Fégersten, 2020: 6). Furthermore, the Visegrad Group
(\V4), a cooperation formed in February 1991 between the countries of the Central European
region (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia), illustrates the same trend with their
adoption of a long-term vision of their defence cooperation in March 2014 that they expanded
substantially in June 2020 (Visegrad Group, 2020) and again developed in November 2022
(Visegrad Group, 2022). Another sub-regional initiative in Europe which has developed over
the past years is the Balkan Chiefs of Defence (CHOD) Forum formed in October 2007 with
the aim to enhance military cooperation at all levels and to improve relevant capabilities of the
participating states — Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Greece, Montenegro, North
Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Turkey — in order to be able and ready to respond adequately

to potential asymmetric threats and non-military crises (Balkan CHOD Forum, 2022).

A similar trend can be observed among the Nordic countries, which altogether constitute a
distinct sub-region with a long history of multi-sectoral cooperation. Faced with new security
challenges, the five Nordic countries — Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden — have
recently intensified their cooperation at both military and political levels. This is evident not
only within the framework of Nordic Defence Cooperation (NORDEFCO), but also in terms of
new bilateral and trilateral agreements between the countries, that have emerged in different
constellations. First, in July 2018, Sweden and Finland signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) concerning the Swedish-Finnish defence cooperation, whereupon they

provided a comprehensive common political framework for it (The Government of Sweden,



2018). Second, in September 2020, Norway, Sweden and Finland signed a Letter of Intent (Lol)
concerning a number of areas of cooperation focused on the northern areas of Finland, Norway
and Sweden. Shortly after, a similar trilateral Statement of Intent (Sol), followed in September
2021, between Denmark, Norway and Sweden, in which a common ambition of enhanced
cooperation, particularly regarding the southern parts of Scandinavia, was outlined (Petersson,
2021: 3). This agreement was in turn followed by enhanced cooperation in April and August
2022. On top of that, the Nordic countries are also active members of a larger defence
cooperation format, the Northern Group — short for the Northern European Defence Policy
Forum — which was established in 2010 and consists of twelve countries around the Baltic Sea
and the North Sea, that is the Nordic countries and the Baltic countries as well as Germany,
Netherlands, Poland and the United Kingdom. What these cases altogether illustrate is at the

very least a strong interest for sub-regional military cooperation lately.

This recent development in sub-regional security can be linked to a greater trend that has been
addressed by many international relations scholars before. As the term indicates, sub-regional
security is somehow embedded in regional security — a theoretical concept that has been
scholarly debated, most notably by its pioneers Barry Buzan and Ole Waver (2003). Buzan and
Weever introduced the idea that perceptions and key concerns over security are interrelated and
manifested in so-called Regional Security Complexes (RSC). However, although their theory
acknowledged the existence of sub-regions, theirs and subsequent scholarly discussion of
regional security is primarily focused on larger, subcontinental, regions like Europe, Africa,
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) et cetera. Sub-regional security has instead played a

marginal role in the academic field.

Nevertheless, it has not been completely excluded from the discussion. Carmen Gebhard
(2013), for example, utilises the sub-regional dimension in an Eastern European context, to
show how this sort of sub-regional arrangements can influence politics on a larger scale, and
how this specific impact has changed in recent years following the change in Central Europe’s
geostrategic position. Another example is Khriezo Yhome (2020) exploratory case study of the
linkage between sub-regional and security cooperation in an Indian perspective, where he
shows that India’s security cooperation has a sub-regional dimension in the context of its
neighbourhood approach but notes that further research is required to better understand and

explain the emerging security cooperation.



In the case of Nordic security cooperation, Ann Sofie-Dahl (2021) conducted an empirical study
of the development of NORDEFCO, where she identified the Russian aggression in Ukraine in
early 2014 as a key event for restructuring the Nordic cooperation. Furthermore, contributing
to a systematisation of Nordic defence cooperation, Karsten Friis (2021) outlined an analytical
framework that aims to map the forces that forge sub-regional security cooperation, by studying
the combination of external push and pull forces with internal forces of pull and resistance.
Applying it to the Nordic case, he identified the sub-region as a meeting point between global
and national forces, pushing and pulling in different directions, with Nordic defence

cooperation being formed in the squeeze in this intersection.

1.1 Research problem

What these different constellations of defence cooperation signify, along with an increase of
sub-regional and regional tensions in the world — not least Russia’s ongoing war against
Ukraine, great power interests in the Arctic, escalating rhetoric in the Western Balkans and the
enhanced territorial disputes in the South China Sea — is the recent increased importance of the
sub-regional and regional dimensions. However, while this renewed trend towards sub-
regionalism in the international system is evident, it is less clear why it is emerging now,
considering that there already is a multitude of powerful international and regional military and
security organisations in place — such as the transatlantic military organisation the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), the Eurasian security organisation Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the world’s largest regional security organisation the
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) — with the capacity to deal with
these types of threats.

Moreover, the scientific relevance of studying the dynamics of sub-regional cooperation lies in
the insight, already identified by several scholars, that the sub-regional security cooperation is
understudied and that it may provide new perspectives in understanding emerging security
dynamics. Certainly, existing research already provides some conceptual language and insights

on sub-regional cooperation.

To begin with, Buzan provides a working definition of sub-regional cooperation as constituting
an intensified or structured relationship between geographically adjacent entities to facilitate
both intrastate and substate level cooperation in certain selected issue areas. Moreover, it has

been noted that sub-regional cooperation in the area of security and defence often is perceived



as marginal, as in most cases they mainly address “soft” security issues, that is security related

to non-military threats, and as such hardly ever are placed on the centre in high politics.

However, sub-regional arrangements, which were in the past often discarded as secondary or
tertiary players have in recent years been increasingly acknowledged as highly influential
elements in the multi-level setting of not least European security actors. With the transformation
of security conceptions towards a broader comprehensive and inclusive understanding of the
notion, the value of these groupings on the sub-regional level has gained more scholarly

attention.

In an analytical context, sub-regional cooperation is to be understood in relation to the five most
frequently used levels of analysis in international relations — international systems, international
sub-systems, units, sub-units and individuals (Buzan et al, 1998: 5-6). Although levels of
analysis are not considered theories per se, they provide an important framework within which

one can theorise.

First, they determine where the actors are located, both functional and securitising ones. The
former are actors who affect the dynamics of a sector while the latter are actors who securitise
issues by declaring them existentially threatening. Second, levels of analysis determine the
referent objects. These are things seen as existentially threatened and that have a legitimate
claim to survival. Third, they also determine the dynamics of interaction within the realm of
our interest, and are defined by a range of spatial scales, from small to large, that is locations
where both outcomes and sources of explanation can be located (ibid.: 36). Furthermore, levels
of analysis are not sources of explanation in themselves but ontological referents for where
things happen (ibid.: 5-6).

Based on this division of levels, the sub-regional level would intuitively classify as a sub-
systemic level. The sub-systemic level refers to groups of units within the international system
that can be distinguished from the entire system by their particular nature or intensity of
interactions (ibid.: 6). This is true for sub-regions. According to this, sub-systems can be either

territorially coherent or not, where they in the former case they are said to constitute regions.

In addition, while these five types of analytical levels have been thoroughly addressed by

different scholars of international relations and security studies, particularly the unit level



focusing on concepts such as states’ national interests, and the system level highlighting the
structure of the international order, further attention needs to be directed at the sub-regional
level, in order to gain an understanding of how and why forms of cooperation arise there. Not
least in light of the debate of the broadened security notion and considering that it plays an

important role in shaping security perceptions and policy around the globe.

1.2 Aim and research questions

The thesis has first an empirical ambition which is to describe the complexities and unique
characteristics of the Nordic sub-regional cooperation in a security context, then a theoretical
ambition which is to explain how a sub-regional cooperation emerges and solidifies and to
explain why this happens by studying the Nordic example. The research questions to address

these aims are thus twofold:
1. How is the Nordic cooperation manifested?

2. What factors explain the emergence and solidification of the Nordic military

cooperation?

1.3 Thesis outline

In the next chapter the relevant theories on this topic are outlined, drawing on different
perspectives on (sub-)regional security and driving forces behind defence cooperation.
Following that, chapter three describes the research methodology in this thesis, in which content
analysis is the selected method, the material used in the analysis and limitations of the study
are discussed. Then the analysis addresses the two research questions; the first one a descriptive
one, structured around a pre-existing theoretical framework, and the second an explanatory one,
relating to a set of relevant IR theories, resulting, hopefully, in an enhanced understanding of
Nordic defence cooperation and to an improved analytical framework for theorising sub-
regional security. Finally, the thesis ends with a concluding chapter, which includes an agenda

for further research.



2. Theory

This chapter presents the scholarly context in which the research questions of this thesis are
situated and provides explanations as to why they are at the centre of it. The theories are
structured according to their analytical purpose, which includes conceptualisation, comparison
with a supra-level, and operationalisation. All of these three elements are, as will be shown,

important for answering the two research questions.

2.1 Conceptualising Security - A Multi-Sectoral Approach

The starting point for this discussion on international sub-systemic security cooperation is to
unpack the central terms used in this thesis: security, sub-systems and sub-systemic
cooperation. Security is understood as survival in the face of existential threats, and according
to Barry Buzan, Ole Waver and Jaap de Wilde (1998: 27) what constitutes these threats differs
across different sectors. Further, security is understood as an act of securitisation, or “the move
that takes politics beyond the established rules of the game and frames the issue either as a

special kind of politics or as above politics” (ibid.: 23).

More specifically, through the act of (successful) securitisation an issue is presented as an
existential threat that requires and justifies extraordinary emergency measures and is
accompanied by the acceptance by a significant audience (ibid.: 27). Thus, security is a
particular type of politics applicable to a wide range of issues, not only restricted to one sector.
Accordingly, Buzan et al., which are the significant influences behind the Copenhagen School
of security studies, have introduced a new, multi-sectoral analytical framework for analysing

security.

Built upon Buzan (1991: 19-20) and Wever’s (1993: 24-27) previous work, the new framework
for analysing security consists of five different sectors: military, political, economic,
environmental and societal (Buzan, Wever & Jaap de Wilde, 1998: vii & 7-8). In doing so the
authors reject the traditionalists’ case for restricting security to one sector — as in the military
sector for realists and the economic sector for idealists —and embrace a wider notion of security
which views of the whole phenomenon of security by identifying different types of interaction
(ibid.: 1-2 & 7).

10



Accordingly, the military sector is described as relationships of forceful coercion. The referent
object of security in this sector is usually the state, although it can include other political entities
(ibid.: 7 & 22).

The political sector concerns relationships of authority, legitimacy, governing status and
recognition. Essentially it is about sovereignty seen as institutionalised relationships between
states, including supra-national referent objects, that can be threatened by situations that

undermine the rules, norms, and institutions of these regimes (ibid.).

The economic sector refers to relationships of trade, production, and finance. The referent
object of security within this sector is difficult to pin down, it could be as small as an individual
firm to a national economy or supra-national institutions. But like in the political sector, the
larger institutions in this sector can be threatened factors that might undermine the rules and

norms that govern them (ibid.).

The environmental sector is defined as relationships between human activity and the planetary
biosphere. The referent objects in this sector are ranging from individual human beings and
animals to larger objects such as ecosystems and the planetary climate (ibid.). Existential threats
to these referent objects are situations where the survival of species or the human civilisation

are at stake.

Lastly, the societal sector concerns relationships of collective identity. The referent object is
thus not necessarily dependent of the state but can function independently as lager collective

identities such as nations and religions (ibid.: 7 & 22-23).

Although these sectors have distinctive patterns of interaction, they do not exist independently.
Rather, they are inseparable parts of a complex whole which help us making sense of it (ibid.:
8). As will be shown later, this approach to security will aid the thesis’ analysis of how the

Nordic cooperation is manifested.

2.2 Conceptualising Sub-Regional Cooperation
As shown, security can be manifested across different sectors, but what does it mean when it
manifests itself across multiple countries? Apart from unfolding a broader conception of

security in terms of how security is manifested, Buzan and Weever (2003), have also contributed
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to analysing where security operates by introducing and developing the Regional Security

Complex Theory (RSCT) which highlights a previously overlooked level of analysis.

The theory aims to explain and predict both the formation of durable regional patterns of
security relations and the pattern of outside intervention in these regions (ibid.). Specifically, it
posits that international security should be examined from a regional perspective, and that
relations between states (and other actors) exhibit regular, geographically clustered patterns.

It stems from the assumption that the post-Cold War international system is characterised by
being more decentralised and regionalised, which in turn assumes the absence of great power
ideological rivalries. Instead, great powers would rather want to avoid wider political
engagements, unless interests are directly and strongly affected. In other words, the underlying
idea is that the collapse of bipolarity has removed the principal organising force at the global
level (Buzan, Wever & De Wilde, 1998: vii & 9).

Regional security complex (RSC) is the term coined by Buzan and Waver to describe these
distinctive regional patterns which are shaped by both the distribution of power and historical
relations of amity and enmity (ibid.: 12). Regions are the junction between the national and
global levels, and RSCs is where states or other units have become close through major
processes of securitisation, desecuritisation, or both, to the point where their security elements
cannot be separated from each other, manifesting itself within regional conglomerates (Buzan
& Waever, 2003: 44).

A RSC is a constellation of security concerns in a region. They are socially constructed, and
are thus dependent on the security practices of the actors, which in turn makes them durable
rather than permanent. A region is in other words a sub-system with geographical self-
perceptive coherence. Similarly, sub-regions refer to “a part of that region where not all states
or part of them are included” (Pagliari, 2009: 47-48). But can sub-regions constitute security

complexes?

Buzan and Weever stress that RSCT cannot simply be applied to any group of countries, and in
fact list the Nordic countries as an example (2003: 47). According to them, the constellation
needs to “possess a degree of security interdependence sufficient both to establish them as a

linked set and to differentiate them from surrounding security regions” (ibid.: 47—48). And for
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Buzan (1991: 170) the, at the time, non-aligned status of Sweden and Finland, contrary to the
NATO membership of Norway, Iceland and Denmark, meant that the Nordic region did not
meet the criteria of a security complex in its own right. Despite that, he regards cultural ties as
a potential factor in identifying a security complex (ibid., 196). However, the recent shift in the
European security environment, particularly Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine as well as
Sweden’s and Finland’s NATO accessions, has brought the Nordic countries to a substantially
higher degree of security interdependence and strategic alignment than previously.
Consequently, the Nordic region has arguably moved closer to constituting a RSC in the sense

described by Buzan and Waever.

While the Nordic sub-region still lacks differentiation from its surrounding and more dominant
security region, namely Europe, Buzan and Weever define the EU and Russia as RSCs, with
Europe amounting to their super-complex (ibid.: 437). Additionally, the scholars discuss sub-
regional complexes in terms of a “half-level” within the regional one (ibid.: 51), although
pointing out that their distinctive patterns of security interdependence are caught up in a wider
pattern that defines the RSC as a whole (ibid.).

Subsequently, sub-regions such as the Nordic are not suitable for the RSCT model, despite their
distinctive security dynamic. However, RCTS is not meant to explain “why security takes a
particular form in this region or that, or what causes major changes” (ibid.: 84). Its purpose is
rather to “assemble a global picture” through a minimalist theory (ibid.: 85). Nonetheless, parts
of the RCST can be employed for analysing sub-regions, such as the four different types of
RSCs which vary according to polarity and the role played by regional, great, and global powers

(ibid.: 55.). These are: standard, centred, great power; and super-complexes.

Another way of analysing a multilateral security cooperation is as a “security community” (SC),
pioneered by Karl Deutsch in the 1950s and later revived and later developed by
Emanuel Adler and Michael Barnett. This assumes that a community can exist at the

international level, not only within a state, and that security politics is profoundly shaped by it.
According to Adler and Barnett, a “community” characterised by having (i) shared identities,

values and meanings, (ii) many-sided and direct interaction and (iii) a reciprocity that differs

from the contractual one by expressing long-term and even altruistic interest (1998: 31).
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Communities, however, may well be “war communities”. In contrast, SCs include knowledge,

learning and norms based on habits and practices, that is, they possess a governance structure.

SCs come in two varieties: an “amalgated” SC and a “pluralistic” SC. While the former has an
institutionalised merger between two or more units into a larger unit, such as a federation, the

latter retains the legal independence of separate governments (ibid.: 6-7).

Furthermore, a SC develops in three “tiers”. First, it is exposed to some precipitating conditions,
such as various objective changes, new interpretations and possibly external threats that
encourage states to coordinate their policies. Second, it acquires structural elements like power
and knowledge as well as procedural elements like transactions, organisations and social
learning. The dynamic, positive and reciprocal relationship between these variables result in
the third tier, which is the establishment of mutual trust and a collective identity (ibid.: 17 &
29).

Furthermore, the editors also emphasise the potential role of powerful “core states”. These
might use their power in the creation of security communities, but their power is not necessarily

military nor even economic.

Finally, depending on how far the development towards a security community has proceeded,
a security community can be: “nascent”, “ascendant” and “mature”. And the third-mentioned

can be either “loosely-coupled” or “tightly-coupled” (ibid.: 30 & 55-57).

2.3 Driving Forces Behind Security Cooperation

In “How can we best analyse security sub-regions?” Karsteen Friis (2021), a Norwegian
International Relations scholar, formulates an analytical framework that structures the forces
forging regional security cooperation in a scheme of external push and pull forces with internal
forces of pull and resistance. His ambition is to enable a systematic mapping of the driving
forces behind sub-regional security cooperation, as well as the negative forces resisting it. Friis

illustrates the utility of the framework through the case of Nordic security cooperation.

Since the interest of this paper is to identify solely the positive forces behind the Nordic

cooperation, and not what restrains it, it will utilise this framework in part. The driving forces
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of sub-regional security cooperation can thus be understood to have an internal or an external

dimension, that is forces coming from inside the Nordic cooperation or outside of it.

2.3.1 Internal factors

Internal factors are for the purpose of this study defined as forces that promote cooperation and
that originate from inside of the Nordic cooperation. These forces can be located inside a Nordic
country, that is in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden (unit level) or in a Nordic
organisation or other constellation, such as NORDEFCO, the Nordic Council, as well as bi- and

trilateral cooperations (sub-regional level).

Constructivism can be applied to explain the Nordic cooperation from a unit-level and a sub-
regional level point of view. The perspective highlights the importance of identity, norms,
values and common history in the formation of national security. It points to the fact that as a
sub-region the Nordic countries have acquired a common identity which has become materially
and non-materially important. This identity has become an interest which is crucial to protect
and develop for the Nordic sub-region (Kolodziej, 2016: 261). But, also, that there are sub-
regional Nordic values and norms which would explain why the Nordic countries tend to agree
on issues and therefore also cooperate on a sub-regional level. It is in their individual and
common interests, and they also share a historical, cultural and social background which in turn
influence norms and values when it comes to decision making (ibid.: 265-266). Constructivism
can as such explain why the Nordic countries choose to cooperate together in various sub-
regional organisations, such as NORDEFCO and the Nordic Council, rather than acting alone
as independent units in the international system (ibid.: 281-282).

Similarly, a sociological-institutional perspective on the politics of national security can
provide explanations as to why subregional security cooperation emerges, with its emphasis on
the cultural-institutional context and collective identity (Katzenstein, 1996). In contrast to
neorealist and neoliberal approaches, which tend to treat state interests and political identities
as exogenously given, constructivist perspectives argue that identities and interests are socially

constructed through interaction and institutionalisation.

Exploring how identity involves enhanced cooperation can thus provide a more nuanced

understanding of what has previously been termed "Nordicness", that is a sense of a common
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Nordic identity that influences the Nordic cooperation or domestic politics in the Nordic

countries (Forsberg, 2013; Brommesson, 2018).

Indicators of this would include "Nordic" norms of solidarity towards security and defence
concerns of fellow Nordic countries. Investigating the degree to which commitments are shaped
by a sense of belonging to a particular "Nordic" role or identity becomes crucial. Specifically,
a validating indicator would be arguments to opt in for Nordic cooperation due to a shared

belief that the Nordic countries are like-minded.

On the international level, there is the theory of International liberalism which puts emphasis
on cooperation, especially when it comes to economic ties (Moravcsik, 1993, 1998 &
Schimmelfennig, 2018). This sort of cooperation is important within international liberalism,
which puts specific emphasis on multidimensional economic interdependence (Keohane, 1984)
—such as in security, social and ecological perspectives — when prioritising what affects nations’

and international organisations’ decision-making (Kolodziej, 2016: 150).

The theory also puts special emphasis on cooperation within transnational actors such as multi-
national corporations, intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations, which becomes
relevant when analysing why the Nordic countries — the former military foes and combatants —
on a national level decided to institutionalise their relationships (ibid.: 150). Therefore, the
theory can be used to study why a nation on a unit-level decides to cooperate with their closest
neighbours since one of the theory’s central points is that everyone benefits from cooperation
(ibid.: 153).

Accordingly, to enhance the economic prosperity on a unit-level, to a liberal institutionalist, it
is natural to cooperate with others. The goal is to maximise economic gains. In general, it would
explain why these forms of cooperation would develop into various transnational actors (ibid.:
153-154).

Specifically, it could manifest itself in various areas such as defence procurement, capability
development, military training, operational efficiency, and military integration. From a cost-
benefit standpoint, the anticipation is that Nordic states entered into binding agreements guided
by cost-benefit calculations. A validating indicator for this expectation would be evidence

demonstrating that states have expedited their cooperation through commitments to minimise
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national defence expenditures and optimise resource utilisation through pooling and joint

procurement.

2.3.2 External factors

External factors are cooperative forces that originate from a source outside of the Nordic
cooperation. It could be an external (friendly or enemy) country, an external sub-systemic
source (sub-regional or regional level), or the structure of the international world order (system-

level).

On the regional level, Europeanisation places emphasis on regional forces. Europeanisation
studies are described as a new phase in European integration studies or a European-based
regional integration theory (Graziano & Vink, 2013: 33). It offers a perspective that focuses on
the impact of an EU membership on member states, that is provides “a systematic analysis of
the ongoing relationship between regional and domestic political regimes” (ibid.). The theory
stipulates that, as an advanced instance of regional integration, the EU has become a relevant
part of domestic politics. Therefore, an analysis that does not consider the impact of different
international constraints and opportunities for political actors is missing important pieces for
explaining political change (ibid.: 34). The theory of Europeanisation thus studies the
mechanisms through which European political discourses, strategies, institutions and policies
have affected domestic political systems, that is how they have led to political change (ibid.:
39).

Accordingly, the Europeanisation theory can be used to study changes in a sub-region like the
Nordic one. The Norwegian scholar Pernille Rieker has done so, arguing that the post-Cold
War European integration process has influenced the national security approaches of Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Sweden, hence, concluding that all of their security approaches have been
Europeanised (Rieker, 2004). She proclaims that “the Nordic Balance is vanishing and being
replaced by an ongoing process of Europeanisation” (ibid.: 371). As the military cooperation in
the Nordic sub-region has significantly developed since Rieker’s article was published, it would
be interesting to evaluate whether her findings, and the theory of Europeanisation, are relevant
in a contemporary Nordic context. In that case, this examination will find proof of enhanced
defence cooperation in the Nordic region as a result of forces in the EU integration.
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On the international system level, there are neorealist theories that explain changes in alignment
strategies based on relations of power in the world order. One theory which could have
explanatory power in this thesis is the Balance of threat theory developed by Stephen M. Walt
(1985). This theory builds on traditional balance of power theory, which holds that states will
join alliances in order “to protect themselves from states or coalitions whose superior resources
could pose a threat to their existence” (ibid. 5). Accordingly, alliances are viewed as a response
to threats, that in turn, are the product of several different sources. While the theory explains
why states respond to perceived threats, major changes in threat perceptions are often triggered
by exogenous shocks. These are unexpected developments in the external security environment,
such as wars and geopolitical crises, that challenge existing strategic assumptions (Edstrom et
al., 2019).

Moreover, while balance of power predicts that states will either align with the weaker side
(balance) or choose the stronger (bandwagon), Walt argues that a more accurate prediction is
that states will form alliances to balance against threats rather than bandwagon with them (ibid.:
8). He motivates his argument with the example of the coalition force that formed in World
Wars | and 1l to defeat Germany, pointing out that the coalition forces were, on the one hand,
more superior in total resources, but, on the other, feared German expansionism more (ibid.: 8-
9). He then identifies the factors that will affect the level of threat that states may pose as: 1)

aggregate power; 2) proximity; 3) offensive capability; and 4) offensive intentions (ibid.).

Aggregate power refers to states’ total resources, such as population size, industrial and military
capability, technological prowess, et cetera (ibid.: 9). Proximate power considers the proximity
of a threatening power. States will also align in response to threats from proximate power,
where nearby powers pose a greater threat than distant ones (ibid.: 10) Offensive powers is a
factor which considers a threatening power’s offensive capabilities, measured as military
strength, where a more offensive power, poses a greater threat (ibid.: 11). Lastly, offensive
intention refers to the appearance of threatening states. The more aggressive they appear, the
greater the threat they pose. Subsequently, states with weaker capabilities may still trigger a

balancing response to it if they are perceived as having an offensive intention (ibid.: 12).
Translated to the Nordic context, this theory will tell whether more defence cooperation in the
Nordic sub-region is a response to a threatening power, such as Russian aggressions, or other

exogenous shocks that alter threat perceptions and encourage cooperation. The identification of
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a threatening power will, consequently, have to take into consideration the above-mentioned

criteria.

Another theory on the system-level which could explain what drives the Nordic cooperation
forward is the theory of Nordic balance, presented by Arne Olav Brundtland in the essay ”The
Nordic Balance Past and Present” from 1966. The theory describes why the Nordic countries,
who need one another for their respective and common security, cooperate on a sub-regional
level and as a sub-region on an international level. It is to create balance, among themselves for
historically having chosen different defence policies and strategies, and on an international level
being geographically situated near the biggest geopolitical conflicts over the last centuries
(Brundtland, 1966: 30).

Indicators of this reasoning would be along the lines of that enhancing Nordic defence
cooperation creates a stable alternative to all Nordic countries joining NATO, or plays a
stabilising role in the region. Like the Balance of threat theory, the Nordic balance theory
focuses on individual states' geopolitical interests and national security strategies, anticipating
that enhanced Nordic cooperation will result from actions related to the Nordic countries’

security concerns.
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3. Methodology

This chapter begins with a discussion of the methodological implications of using an empirical
qualitative method and then discusses the research method, including the data collection, data
analysis and limitations in terms of material. It concludes by providing an overview of the

questions and tools that guide the following analysis.

3.1 Qualitative Content Analysis

This thesis employs a qualitative content analysis with an aim to describe and explain a certain
phenomenon in world politics — sub-regional security — based on the epistemological
assumption of interpretivism, which refers to reflexive research that interrogates ideas, norms,
beliefs and values that underlie international politics. The aim is to understand how sub-regions
can be analysed and to investigate the perceptions on why Nordic defence cooperation is
deepening. Therefore, the thesis adopts an approach which instead aims to understand social

meanings that are embedded within international politics (Lamont, 2015: 24).

Specifically, the thesis conducts an examination of the Nordic military cooperation, by
primarily focusing on NORDEFCO as well as a number of recent bi- and trilateral defence
initiatives, with the aim to illuminate the phenomenon of a sub-regional security arrangement.
A qualitative method is employed through data collection and analysis which is not formalised
into numbers, but instead comes in the form of the spoken or written language (ibid.: 76). Since
qualitative content analysis allows for in-depth examination of the material it will hopefully
provide insight into both the manifestation of the Nordic cooperation and the driving forces

behind its military dimension — as far as the material allows.

Moreover, a qualitative method is well suited for this purpose as the empirical data is dominated
by official documents. The type and degree of cooperation, as well as its driving forces are
difficult to measure in numbers, as they are many, which would make it hard to meet the
requirements for both validity and reliability within the chosen time-frame. The qualitative
approach offers different techniques to employ. It is possible to, among other things, analyse
texts, conduct interviews and use surveys (Patel & Davidson, 2003: 63-70). Since this thesis
finds it sufficient to address the research questions and the research problem on the basis of
empirical texts only, it finds text analysis to be a suitable technique. In turn, there are two types
of qualitative text analysis techniques to choose from. They can either be aiming at achieving
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a critical examination or at systematising the content of the studied texts (Esaiasson, 2004: 234-

235). This thesis employs the systematising approach.

As the purpose of the essay is to test and develop theories, a deductive method forms the basis
for the study (Teorell & Svensson 2007:50). The deductive approach, meaning that the
empirical observations are analysed using pre-existing theoretical propositions, is useful for
focusing on a specific aspect of the data — in this case the characteristics of the Nordic sub-
regional cooperation and the driving forces in its military area — or a specific finding that could
be best understood in the context of a pre-existing theory. This approach suits the thesis since
it is the thesis’ ambition to develop and clarify previous theories on sub-regional defence
cooperation.

3.2 Choice of Material and Limitations

This thesis uses a document-based data collection strategy, that is, it gathers documents such
as official reports, fact sheets, policy statements, letters of intention, press releases and media
reports. These come in two different forms; they are either primary source documents or
secondary source documents (Lamont, 2015: 80-81). The descriptive research question will

primarily draw on the latter, and the explanatory research question on the former.

The choice of case for this thesis, that is the Nordic sub-region, has three explanations. First,
the fact that the Nordic countries constitute a sub-region with a plethora of multi-sectoral
interactions to be studied. Second, NORDEFCO is widely seen as a good example of a
functioning sub-regional organisation. Third, the Nordic countries have recently taken
significant steps towards enhanced defence cooperation, which makes the investigation current

and legitimises a theoretically informed study of the sub-region’s security developments.

Data collection for the first research question will be limited to the time-period between 1919
and 2025, whereas the second will be limited to the period between 2009 and 2025. The reason
for this is that the history of the Nordic cooperation is said to have started in 1919 when the
Nordic Council was founded, while the history of Nordic defence cooperation can be said to
have formalized in 2009 when NORDEFCO was founded. While the former time-span allows
for a general overview of the Nordic cooperation in different security sectors, the latter enables

an in-depth study of the dynamics of Nordic defence cooperation.
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The primary documents studied in this thesis are official documents, such as Memorandum of
Understandings, yearly reports and declarations of intent, from Nordic organisations, such as
the Nordic Council, the Nordic Council of Ministers and NORDEFCO, as well as official
documents from Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland concerning ongoing defence
cooperation between them, considering that they are the most active states in the Nordic military
cooperation, but also for the sake of capturing other forms of Nordic defence cooperation, such
as trilateral agreements. Official documents from Iceland are excluded, as they do not have their
own military forces and, therefore, do not participate on the military level of NORDEFCO. The
choice of high-level official documents is motivated by the fact that they best reflect the

strategic direction and cooperative milestones being made (Lamont, 2015: 115).

Over 30 primary sources associated with Nordic security and defence cooperation were
accessed and examined through official websites. It is important to highlight that most
organisations, and particularly within the field of security, have restricted access to archives,
which is why the study relies on publicly available documents, in this case by the respective
Nordic governments and NORDEFCO. The analysis must thus be regarded in light of this
constraint. However, even if there would have been a full and coherent access to the documents,

they could only provide a glimpse into the processes and rationale of the cooperation.

Moreover, since NORDEFCO has no permanent secretariat, but a rotational chairmanship, the
institutional memory of it is limited and scattered among its members, thereby making for a
somewhat challenging data-collection (Saxi & Friis, 2018: 4). To address this challenge and
mitigate biases, employing triangulation is recommended. This approach aims to enhance data
reliability by cross-validating information from diverse sources and utilizing different data-
collection techniques to ensure consistency in research findings (Bennett and Checkel, 2015).
The incorporation of interviews, in addition to primary and secondary sources, could have
offered valuable insights into the negotiations and meetings pertaining to the establishment and
ongoing development of Nordic defence cooperation. Unfortunately, due to time constraints,
no interviews with Nordic government officials were conducted, posing a limitation in the

study.

3.3 Procedure of Analysis
The studied data is subjected to a qualitative content analysis, as it is a useful tool for

determining the presence of certain words, themes, or concepts within some given qualitative
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data. And the empiricist approach to qualitative data analysis is to study language to understand
and explain certain events, trends or phenomenon. However, any assessment of the Nordic
cooperation requires analytical transparency, as multiple unknowable factors could explain its
cooperative dynamics. Using qualitative research and a deductive categorisation of concepts
risks subjectivity in terms of misleading data-collection which could in turn affect the analysis
and as such result in a data sample that is not representative of the data population (Elo et al.,
2014: 2). To avoid this, it is important to ensure that the operationalisation adequately

represents the concepts and purpose of the investigation (Lamont, 2015: 112).

The analysis will utilise pre-existing theories which are represented by specific codes. To place
the studied empirical material in a security policy context, an operational delimitation is made
to references that concern military, political, economic, societal, or environmental security as
defined by Buzan et al (1998).

Accordingly, the first part of the thesis will apply these to describe the characteristics of the
Nordic cooperation. The second part adds another layer by applying the internal-external
dimension of different driving forces, which are in turn linked to units of analysis: unit-level,
sub-regional level, regional level and international level. Internal factors are representing
cooperative forces that originate from a source inside of the Nordic cooperation while external

forces come outside of it.

Multi-sectorial Theoretical Framework

Sector
Military Political Economic Environmental | Societal
Codes Relationships Relationships Relationships Relationships Relationships

of forceful of authority, of trade, between human of  collective
coercion legitimacy, production, and | activity and the identity.

governing finance planetary

status and biosphere

recognition

Figure 1. Theoretical framework for identifying the characteristics of the Nordic cooperation.
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Driving Forces of Nordic Defence Cooperation — Analytical Framework

Source of

driving force

Theory

Codes

Internal

factors

Unit level

International

liberalism

References to the
importance of economic
ties, economic gains, cost-
efficiency, through means
like pooling resources and

joint procurement

Sub-regional

level

Constructivism

References to a common
Nordic identity, history.

culture, norms and values

External

factors

Figure 2. Operationalisation of the driving forces of Nordic defence cooperation.

Regional level

Europeanisation

References to responding

to EU integration

International

level

Nordic balance

References to the value of
the aggregate stability of
the different Nordic states’
strategies

Balance of threat

References to great-power
rivalry, exogenous shocks,
building alliances,
responding to an external
threat from a proximate
and offensive power

outside the sub-region
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4. Analysis

The following analysis begins with an exposition of the Nordic cooperation in different sectors,
in a chronological order, before proceeding to the explanatory analysis that has the ambition of
identifying the driving forces behind Nordic defence cooperation and formulating an
appropriate theoretical framework with general applicability to other forms of sub-regional

defence cooperation.

4.1 The Manifestation of the Nordic Cooperation

The territory referred to as the “Nordic (sub)region” is an area in northern Europe that today
consists of the countries Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden as well as the
autonomous territories of Aland, the Faroe Islands and Greenland (see figure 3). These five
states and three autonomous territories are all separate members of the two main forums for
official Nordic cooperation, namely the Nordic Council, the official body for formal inter-

parliamentary cooperation in the sub-region, and the Nordic Council of Ministers.

Alternative ways of defining the Nordic sub-region is by highlighting its member countries’

shared identity and their history of close interaction, as outlined in the following sections.

Figure 3. The Nordic sub-region. Photo generated at AMCHARTS.com.

4.1.1 “Nordism” and the Nordic Community

After five centuries of about 60 wars within the Nordic states, between them or with neighbours,
a reconciliation movement started around 1830, which eventually resulted in more cooperation,
and which in turn gradually became sufficiently solidified for the Nordic sub-region to
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constitute a so-called Security Community. This means that military force was no longer seen

as a potential means in conflicts among the Nordic countries.

The twentieth century then saw a long series of marked non-wars, where disputes that often led
to wars — regarding issues such as autonomy, territory and language — were resolved peacefully
(Wiberg, 2000: 291). The Nordic SC entered the mature phase after 1905, since as of this time,
the use of force was considered improbable in a Nordic conflict, with no shot being fired, no
explicit threat being made and a political majority in Sweden being clearly against such use
(ibid.: 293). It was a point of time when there was an established common ideology, “'Nordism”,

with a shared expectation that the states will practice self-restraint.

Moreover, the Nordic SC is not built up around any core state. Despite Sweden's main claim to
being a core state throughout the post-Napoleonic period, it was merely true in terms of its
military strength. Economically speaking, it was Denmark that was the richest state in terms
of GDP per capita during the formative nineteenth century of the Nordic security community.
Moreover, in terms of political development, it was rather Norway that was leading the way by
introducing parliamentarism a generation before it was firmly established in Denmark and

Sweden around 1920, while Finland was first with universal franchise in 1906 (ibid.).

What this essentially means in the Nordic case is that, as a security community, the Nordic sub-
region is integrated to the point that its constituting states have a sense of community, or social
cognitive and normative bonds that encourage peoples to identify themselves, as well as their
welfare and security, with each other, which in turn creates the assurance that they will settle
their differences short of war, having as such created a stable peace among themselves. A SC
like the Nordic sub-region, however, is not only to be understood as an ongoing or completed
integration-process, but also as an international and transnational actor whose boundaries are

determined by shared understanding rather than geography (Adler & Barnett, 1998: 58).

4.1.2 Characteristics of the Nordic Cooperation: Multi-sectoral

Besides being a concept related to geography and identity, the Nordic sub-region is today also
an entity with a high density of multi-sectoral interaction. Its many forms of cooperation have
been institutionalised through a multitude of common agreements, organisations, formal and

informal meetings and the like.
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The earliest Nordic interactions of the 20th century can in fact be traced to the Nordic civil
society, where many artistic bonds paved the way for a Nordic cultural exchange, facilitated,
among others, by the collaboration of the great publishing houses such as the Norwegian
Gyldendal and the Swedish Bonniers. This form of social cooperation meant that Nordic
cooperation emerged and could thrive without the help of public subsidy or encouragement.
Alongside these purely cultural Nordic circles flourished more modest, popular movements,
like mutual teacher conferences and collaborations in other professions (Jstergard, 2002).

A prominent civil society organisation, that laid the foundation for the following political
cooperation, was the Nordic Association, Norden, which was founded in Denmark, Norway
and Sweden in 1919, and then in Iceland in 1922 and Finland in 1924. Through policymaking,
information campaigns, friendship-towns, et cetera, Norden has fostered cooperation on
different kinds of issues, particularly related to: education, culture, labour market, industry,
environmental sustainability, among other issues. During this time, increasingly closer political
ties were also established between the Nordic workers’ movements, particularly in trade unions,
such as the Joint Committee of the Nordic Social Democratic Labour Movement (SAMAK)
which held its first meeting in 1945 (Norden, 2018a).

Moreover, in the late 40s an attempt was made to form a Scandinavian defence union, but it
failed and in 1949 Denmark, Norway and Iceland joined the NATO instead, whereas Sweden
and Finland pursued a policy of neutrality in wartime. This differing, and thus sub-regionally
stabilising, security policy constellation was in the coming decades sometimes referred to as
the “Nordic balance”, understood as the combination of forces in the Nordic sub-system, the
bipolar world system and in the interplay of global and local interests, which in turn enabled
the Nordic countries to take a bridge-building approach to East/West relations during the Cold
War era (Brundtland, 1966: 30).

Although the attempt at military unification failed, the Nordic Association mobilised support,
and the then Danish Prime Minister Hans Hedtoft took initiative, for further political
cooperation by the setting up of the Nordic Council, an inter-parliamentary body which became
a reality in 1952. The Nordic Council was founded by Denmark, Iceland, Norway and Sweden.
Finland joined in 1955 when its relations with the Soviet Union softened under the new leader
Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev (Norden, 2012: 8-10).
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The Nordic Council represents a political milestone in the Nordic cooperation. It was a body
where Nordic parliamentarians could meet and talk, as well as adopt common agreements. Most
notably, the Nordic Council signed a Passport agreement in 1952 which six years later resulted
in a Passport Union for the member states. This allowed the Nordic peoples to travel more
easily within the sub-region, as passport checks at internal Nordic borders were waived, and
served as a prototype for the Schengen Agreement. The Nordic Council also agreed on a Joint
Nordic labour market in 1954 as well as on a Nordic Convention on Social Security the year
after. The 50s proved in other words to be very productive years for the Nordic cooperation,

particularly in the political sector, social sector and economic sector (ibid.: 10).

In the 60s the cooperation deepened further. First within the scope of the European cooperation
when Sweden, Norway and Denmark joined the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) in
1960, and Finland became an associate member a year later, followed by Iceland’s full
membership in 1970. This meant that the Nordic countries became part of the same free-trade
area. However, at least until 1973 when Denmark left the EFTA to join the EEC. The remaining
members of the EFTA signed, however, bilateral free trade agreements (FTAs) with the EEC
during the 1970s. The Danish Prime Minister at the time, Anker Jgrgensen, later described the
Danish decision to join EEC not as a neglection of the Nordic cooperation, but contrariwise as
an attempt to "build bridges between the Nordic Region and Europe” (Norden, 2018a).

Shortly after the events with EFTA, and because of stalled membership applications to the EEC
(Denmark applied for membership in 1961), the five Nordic countries adopted the Treaty of
Co-operation between Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden (the Helsinki Treaty)
in 1962, an agreement which can be likened to a kind of Nordic constitution (ibid.). It
empowered the Council to speak on issues of significance for Nordic co-operation, that is legal
cooperation, cultural cooperation, social cooperation, economic cooperation, cooperation on
transport and communications, cooperation in the area of environmental protection, as well as
other areas of cooperation, whereof most notably European/international and foreign policy. It
also stipulates a desire to attain uniformity of regulation throughout the Nordic countries “in as
many respects as possible” (Norden, 2018b). What this agreement constitutes is not further
cooperation per se, but it is still an important development in the Nordic cooperation as it gave
the Nordic agencies both a mandate and a direction for a strengthened Nordic cooperation.

Furthermore, in 1963 the Nordic countries established NORDSAMEFN, a military body which
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coordinated their peace support efforts, such as education and training, within the scope of the
UN. A year later, another form of cooperation emerged, namely a joint Nordic stand-by force
(NORDBERFN), also within the framework of the UN (Bengtsson, 2020: 101). On the
economic front, the Nordic countries tried to set up a Nordic economic cooperation, Nordek, at
the end of the 60s. However, due to Finland’s special relationship to the Soviet Union and
Denmark’s interest for the EEC it did not realise. Instead, these efforts resulted in another
breakthrough development — the establishment of the inter-governmental Nordic Council of
Ministers in 1971. And when Denmark finally joined the EEC in 1973 many feared that it would
put an end to the Nordic Council, but contrary to this it actually reinvigorated the Nordic
cooperation. This meant that the Nordic cooperation from that point on had three pillars: the
earlier mentioned grassroots partnerships such as the Nordic Association, inter-parliamentary
cooperation through the Nordic Council, and then also inter-governmental cooperation through
the Nordic Council of Ministers (Norden, 2012: 22).

In the 70s, another agreement was made, namely the Agreement on Cultural Co-operation from
1971 which covered Nordic cultural, educational and research cooperation. The agreement
represents enhanced Nordic cooperation in both the social sector and the political sector, as it
both binds the Nordic cultural efforts together and aims to influence the world around the sub-
region with the foundation of the Nordic values (Norden, 2019 & 2021a).

During the 80s several organisational developments took place which structured the Nordic
cooperation within the Nordic Council and the Nordic Council of Ministers. Nordic Houses
were completed and opened in the autonomous territories and regions of the Faroe Islands,
Aland and Greenland. At the same time the Nordic Council of Ministers' Secretariat became a
single unit with an office in Copenhagen, based there together with other parts of the Nordic
Council. All of which deepened the understanding of the different nations and the sub-region.
This also facilitated and professionalised the Nordic countries’ cooperation (Norden, 2018c).

At the end of the 80s and the years that followed, the world, and not least the Nordic sub-region,
was faced with a new geopolitical reality. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the collapse
of the Soviet Union in 1991 fundamentally changed the political map of Europe. For the Nordic
countries, it created a window of opportunity. In 1994 Finland and Sweden joined NATO’s
Partnership for Peace (PfP) program, thereby establishing a bilateral cooperation with NATO,

including its Nordic member states Denmark, Norway and Iceland (Edstrom et al., 2018). The
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following year Finland and Sweden also became integrated in the EU by becoming members,

whereas Norway voted no to an EU membership the year before (Norden, 2018a).

At the same time, in 1994, Nordic defence cooperation took off. First, the Nordic Armaments
Cooperation (NORDAC) was set up in 1994 to identify and coordinate potential forms of
cooperation within military materiel, including armaments development, maintenance and
procurement. Then, in 1997, the Nordic Coordinated Arrangement for Peace Support
(NORDCAPS) was established, and thus replaced NORDSAMFAN, to coordinate Nordic
peacekeeping efforts within the scope of both the United Nations (UN) and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organisation (NATO), whereof the latter was a novelty. This is because, during the Cold
War, Nordic defence cooperation was essentially limited to cooperation in the context of UN
peacekeeping (Bengtsson, 2020: 101). And in conjunction with these initiatives, the Nordic
countries had established interoperability, which they materialised in a joint Nordic Brigade,
Nordbat 2, in the Balkans, as well as in a build-up of defence capabilities in the neighbouring
Baltic countries (Dahl, 2021: 174).

Next, in 2008 the Nordic countries reinforced their cooperation in capability development by
establishing the Nordic Supportive Defence Structures (NORDSUP), but it was merged with
NORDAC and NORDCAPS the year after, resulting in what today is known as NORDEFCO
(Saxi, 2019: 663). NORDEFCO operates on the basis of a MoU signed in 2009, and was guided
by the long-term plan NORDEFCO Vision 2020 which was formulated in 2013 and updated in
2018, and more recently succeeded by NORDEFCO Vision 2030 in 2024.

Meanwhile, on the political front, the former Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs and
Defence, Thorvald Stoltenberg, launched 13 initiatives to develop cooperation in the field of
foreign and security policy in a 2009 report known as the Stoltenberg report (ibid.). This report
allowed for the Nordic politicians to discuss common security issues (The Ministry of Defence
of Finland, 2021). The sequel to this report was presented in 2020 by the former Icelandic
Justice and Education Minister, Bjorn Bjarnason, where he presented 14 proposals for in what
areas the Nordic countries could cooperate more. The specified focus areas, by Bjarnason, for
the Nordic countries are global climate change, hybrid threats and cyber-security, and lastly
multilateralism (Norden, 2021b).

Besides the integration of the Nordic cooperation, in the areas of security and defence, that took
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place within the different Nordic institutions, organisations and structures, there was an
intensive development concerning bilateral and trilateral defence cooperation between the
Nordic countries. The bilateral defence cooperation and agreement between Sweden and
Finland, which was initiated in the 2015, deepened the integration between Swedish and Finish
defence systems and capabilities (The Swedish Armed Forces, 2021). In addition, during the
years of 2020 and 2021, Sweden initiated trilateral defence agreements with Finland and
Norway, respectively, Denmark and Norway. Both of which aim to enhance the operative
defence cooperation between the countries and, therefore, to strengthen their overall defence
capabilities, especially when jointly defending the Nordic sub-region (The Government of
Sweden, 2020 & 2021).

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 marked a profound shift in the global and
European security landscape, generating significant ripple effects across the Nordic sub-region.
In response to the deteriorating security environment, the previously militarily non-aligned
countries Sweden and Finland applied for NATO membership in 2022 and formally joined the
alliance in 2023 and 2024, respectively. As a consequence, all Nordic countries are now
members of the same military alliance, further integrating Nordic defence cooperation with
NATO planning, structures and strategic concepts. In parallel, Denmark abolished its EU
defence opt-out following a national referendum, formally joining the EU’s cooperation on

security and defence in 2022.

4.1.3 Distinguishing the Nordic Cooperation from its Supra-Region the EU

As discussed in section 2.3, for the Nordic subregion to constitute a RSC it requires unique
characteristics that differentiates it from its supra-system, the EU. Doing this not only betters
the understanding of the sub-regional level of cooperation by setting it into a context but is also
of interest here as this thesis builds on the assumption that the sub-regional level is a
theoretically significant analytical level in its own right, with its own particular dynamics.

Beginning with the similarities, both cases show enhanced cooperation in a plethora of sectors,
in fact in all of the ones outlined by Buzan and Weaver. The Nordic cooperation seems to have
started in the social sector, with a grassroot mobilisation, primarily driven by the Nordic
Association. This ambition eventually got picked up by the political sector, resulting in the
interparliamentary and intergovernmental institutions the Nordic Council and the Nordic

Council of Ministers, respectively. Subsequently, this institutional foundation resulted in a
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political cooperation stretching over many different areas of interest, from economic and social
policy to environmental and finally common defence issues. A key achievement of the inter-
governmental cooperation is the abolition of passport controls between the Nordic countries.

In a similar fashion, the regional cooperation in the EU has evolved significantly since its
inception. Since the end of World War 11, EU member states have adopted agreements that have
coordinated their actions and harmonised their policies in an increasing number of sectors,
thereby accumulating to the la construction européenne. This has occurred within the scope of
different institutional creations (ECSC, EEC, EC, EU) of, foremost, European economic
integration. So, the EU’s integration process started in the economic sector, through the creation

of an economic community that would gradually become a political union.

Common to both entities, is also the fact that security policy has been kept outside of the realm
of policy harmonisation in both entities, at least until recently. In the Nordic sub-region, it is
evident in the failed Nordic Defence Pact negotiations of the 40s, and in the EU, it is manifested
in the context of the EDC that failed to deliver in the 50s. As has been showed, however, both
entities have recently taken steps to enhance cooperation in the military sector. This is
illustrated primarily through NORDEFCO and the different bilateral and trilateral agreements
in the Nordic sub-region, and through initiatives like PESCO, EDF and CARD in the EU.

When it comes to differences with respect to sectors, the most striking example is the economic
sector, where the Nordic countries failed to integrate their economic policy in the 60s, within
the scheme NORDEK, while the EU triumphed in this regard. This illustrates a general pattern,
that the two sub-systemic entities diverge with regard to the intensity of cooperation overall.
More precisely, in the Nordic case the political cooperation is intergovernmental in nature, that
is they cooperate in different policy areas based on voluntary cooperation without interfering
with their respective policy-making. The agreements by the Nordic Council and the Council of
Ministers are, therefore, not established through stipulations of international law but through

acts of parliament, respectively government, in the respective country.

In contrast, the cooperation in the EU is too a great extent supra-national and as such legally
binding. This illustrates a deeper cooperation in the political sector, that is integration rather
than cooperation, as it implies a significant transfer of power to the common political bodies
(Dedman, 1996; Baldersheim & Stahlberg, 1999). And even in the military sector, which is
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neither an exclusive nor shared EU competence, the cooperation in the EU has come further
than in the Nordic political bodies, considering the fact that initiatives such as PESCO and EDF
are based on common financing by the member states. So, in reference to Adler and Barnett’s
terminology of a SC, both the Nordic sub-region and the EU thus constitute a “pluralistic” SC,
as they have retained their sovereignty, but due to the EU’s comprehensive process of
integration it has become “tightly-coupled”, while the Nordic sub-region can be described as
“loosely-coupled” (Adler & Barnett, 1998: 30).

Lastly, another observation is that there seems to be an interesting interaction between these
two sub-systemic levels and their processes of cooperation and/or integration. For example, the
developments in connection to Denmark’s application process to the EEC is described as having
both encouraged the adoption of the Helsinki Treaty and discouraged the formation of
NORDEK in the 60s. Similarly, the process in adopting the defence clause of the TEU also
seem to have had a positive effect on the Nordic cooperation, not least resulting in a Nordic
Declaration of Solidarity in 2011. This dynamic has previously been raised by the Norwegian
scholar Pernille Rieker (2004: 371), who argued that:

[...] the most of the changes in these countries’ security discourses after the end
of the Cold War seem to have happened in reaction to (or were at least accelerated

as a consequence of) the European integration process.

As has been outlined in the theoretical chapter, there are other factors that could be relevant for
understanding these changes. These will be evaluated in the following section, within the

context the Nordic cooperation during the period between 2009 and 2022.

4.2 The Driving Forces of Nordic Defence Cooperation

As illustrated in the previous chapter, Nordic countries have a long tradition of working closely
together, not least in the area of defence and security policy. Nordic defence cooperation
encompasses all of the Nordic countries, that is Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and
Sweden, and primarily takes place within the framework of NORDEFCO. The organisation has
a rotating chairmanship, which annually switches between Denmark, Finland, Norway and
Sweden (Iceland participates but does not serve as chairman). In 2025, Finland held the
chairmanship of NORDEFCO and passed it on to Norway in 2026.
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The country holding the chairmanship is responsible for leading and developing the cooperation
in accordance with the objectives outlined in the NORDEFCO Vision 2030 adopted in 2024
(NORDEFCO, 2024a), which constitutes an updated version of the earlier “Vision 2025”
(NORDEFCO, 2019b). This includes the responsibility for organising and hosting the semi-
annual ministerial meetings, the annual meeting of the permanent secretaries of defence, as well
as a number of other regular meetings in both the political and military columns of
NORDEFCO.

In 2025 Nordic defence ministers signed a revised Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on
Nordic Defence Cooperation. This is the first revision of the NORDEFCO MoU, the founding
document of the cooperation, since Finland and Sweden joined NATO. The revised MoU
specifies the purpose, objectives, structures and main principles of the cooperation (The
Ministry of Defence of Finland, 2025a).

In addition to the policy decisions within the scope of NORDEFCO, the Nordic countries have
over the recent years signed a number of bilateral and trilateral agreements within the defence
area, mainly pertaining to joint procurements and operational cooperation. In September 2020,
Finland, Norway and Sweden signed a Statement of Intent (Sol) concerning a number of areas
of cooperation focused on the northern areas of Finland, Norway and Sweden (The Government
of Sweden, 2020b). The trio thereby committed themselves to having discussions based on
common security concerns in the region in order to be able to coordinate present and future
national operations plans. They announced, among other things, that they will establish a
common strategic planning group as well as to conduct exercises and table-top exercises. In
2022, the Sol was updated in light of the changed security situation (The Government of
Sweden, 2022a).

Similarly, a trilateral Statement of Intent (Sol) was signed in September 2021, between
Denmark, Norway and Sweden, where they outlined a common ambition of enhanced
cooperation, particularly regarding the southern parts of Scandinavia, such as Kattegat,
Skagerrak, the Baltic Sea, the North Sea and the Danish straits (The Government of Sweden,
2021a & 2021b). The enhanced operational cooperation covers improved interoperability, that
is ability of the different armed forces to conduct joint operations. Some of the important areas

include protection of sea lines of communication as well as air and sea surveillance (ibid.).
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A Technical Arrangement (TA) between Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark to prepare
joint procurements of unmanned aircraft systems and related technologies was signed in
Helsinki on 22 October 2025. In addition to the procurements, the parties will also intensify
cooperation in the fields of research and development, training and exchange of information

(The Ministry of Defence of Finland, 2025b).

4.2.1 Internal factors

According to the MoU from 2009, the foundation of the cooperation, the purpose of
NORDEFCO is to “strengthen participants national defence, explore common synergies and
facilitate efficient common solutions” (MoU, 2009: 3). The parties define their objectives as
“resource allocation and cost efficiency”, to “promote competitiveness of the defence industry”,
as well as to “achieve technological benefits”, while also emphasising the need for respecting
and recognizing participants membership in NATO/PfP (ibid.). This arguably neoliberalist
point is reiterated in Military Coordination Committee (MCC) chairman Arne Reksun’s
statement in NORDEFCO’s first annual report (NORDEFCO, 2011: 4), which summarises the

organisation’s first full year of activities:

The NORDEFCO’s reason for being is to produce national military capabilities
in a more cost-efficient way by means of multi-national cooperation. As cost-
efficiency is a driving force we stress that NORDEFCO is a structure for

cooperation, rather than an organisation.

This is a driving force which has been echoed in NORDEFCO’s reports ever since
(NORDEFCO, 2011: 2; NORDEFCO, 2012: 4; NORDEFCO, 2013: 2; et cetera) and suits the
temporal context well too, considering that NORDEFCO was formed in the wake of the 2008
global economic turmoil. In addition, the underlying reason for this internal driving force is,
according to Saxi & Friis (2018: 1), the assumption that small countries were no longer able to

sustain complete and balanced armed forces on their own.
In the TA between Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Norway on joint acquisition of unmanned

aircraft systems, the parties also use cost-efficiency arguments for enhanced cooperation in this

area:
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As the technology develops and needs for updates continue, there is every reason for Nordic
cooperation in this field. In addition, growing common procurement volumes enable the
industry to increase its production capacity, and reduce the countries' national procurement

costs (The Ministry of Defence of Finland, 2025b).

The official documents also point to the importance of the common Nordic identity, including
its common values and history. The former Finnish Minister of Defence, Ine Eriksen Sereide,
concedes that the common identity factor makes it important to further develop Nordic security
and defence cooperation: [...] our geographical, political and value-based proximity make

cooperation natural (NORDEFCO, 2015: 2).

The NORDEFCQO’s Vision 2025 document mentions the security identity perspective at the
very beginning of the document: “The Nordic countries share fundamental values and security
interests [...]”. It becomes more explicit as a driving force in the bolded section which

summarizes the vision as follows:

[...] we pursue an agenda based on joint security perspectives, efficient and cost-
effective cooperation to strengthen our national defences and the ability to act

together (NORDEFCO, 2024).

This vision document thus highlights both the identity aspect of the Nordic region, i.e. “joint
security perspectives”, as well as the neoliberalist perspective on the importance of economic

ties, cost-efficiency and so on.

Similarly, the Swedish government comments the enhanced cooperation between Sweden,
Finland and Norway on their website by saying that “the Nordic region is one of the world’s
most integrated” and that “the Nordic countries share a long history, similar economic and
social models” (The Government of Sweden, 2020b). On the signing of the agreement in
Porsanger, Norway, the Finnish Minister of Defence, Antti Kaikkonen remarked: “we have
common borders in the north, we have the same values, communities and ways of living. That
is why cooperation is good — to ensure stability and peace in this region” [my own translation

from Norwegian] (Anderssen et. al, 2020).
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The official motivations for the trilateral agreement between Denmark, Norway and Sweden
mainly draws parallels to external threats (The Government of Sweden, 2021a). However, the
press release on the website of the Danish Ministry of Defence (2021) also briefly points to the
fact that “[t]he Nordic countries share fundamental values and security interests”, thereby also

highlighting the importance of the common Nordic identity.

Moreover, prior Finland and Sweden joining NATO, there was a period of exceptionally intense
bilateral cooperation between the two. Since 2014, these two nations have undertaken a series
of measures aimed at establishing partially integrated armed forces. By 2018 “both countries
had exchanged foreign and defence policy officials at their respective ministries” and that “the
Swedish-Finnish Naval Task Group has reached initial operational capability, the two air forces
are interoperable, and the land forces are methodically building the ability to conduct high-end
operations together at brigade strength” (Salonius-Pasternak, 2018: 3). In addition, in 2020, the
Swedish parliament granted the government expanded authority to offer and receive military
support in the event of a territorial violation of either Sweden or Finland (Swedish Armed

Forces, 2020).

4.2.1.1 Conclusion

The establishment of NORDEFCO reflects a strategic aim to enhance defence capabilities
through increased cooperation, as outlined in official documents. NORDEFCO's main objective
is to boost defence capabilities by leveraging common synergies and creating efficient
solutions. The rationale for Nordic cooperation is said to be driven by a cost-benefit perspective,
emphasizing the potential material benefits. Military systems compatibility among Nordic
states is crucial in this regard. In the case of Sweden and Finland, increased military cooperation
prior to their NATO membership was particularly integrative and driven by primarily identity
reasons but also efficiency, as both countries possess highly compatible military equipment and

operational procedures.

The official documents also reveal another important dimension beyond material gain. They
provide evidence supporting the significance of a shared Nordic identity as a facilitating factor
for defence cooperation. So, while cost-benefit considerations appear to play a strategic role,
the self-perception among Nordic states, emphasising common democratic values, historical

ties, mutual trust, and a sense of regional distinctiveness, seem to underpin Nordic political
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decision-making, and serves as a prerequisite for deepening defence cooperation through
different initiatives. The identity factor seems to be so strong that it is mentioned at the
introduction of almost every document and statement, and seems to have facilitated continuous

cooperation even during the time when the Nordic countries had different military alignments.

4.2.3 External factors
In NORDEFCO’s annual report from 2015 that summarises the year 2014, interestingly, a new
motivation for enhanced cooperation appears (NORDEFCO, 2015: 2):

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and its intervention in Eastern Ukraine have
changed the European security landscape, with implications also in our own
region, and we have discussed how we can adapt our defence policies to this new
situation. The Nordic nations are reconsidering their security policies and their

relationship with Russia.

Since 2014, the Nordic states have undertaken several new initiatives to address this
deteriorated security situation (Saxi & Friis, 2018: 2). In April 2015, the Defence Ministers of
Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden as well as Iceland's Foreign Minister made an
announcement of enhanced cooperation in the Norwegian newspaper Aftenposten where they
proclaimed that “[t]he Russian actions constitute the biggest challenge to the European security
situation” and that [t]he Nordic countries face this situation with solidarity and deep

cooperation” [my own translation from Norwegian] (Sereide et al., 2015).

In November 2016, the Nordic countries signed a MoU to enable easier access to each other’s
territories. “Easy Access” covers Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland and Iceland and is
driven by the ambition to ensure unprecedented access for the Nordic countries to each other’s
territories in all domains, be it air, land or maritime” (NORDEFCO, 2016b). The MoU also
makes it easier to carry out exercises and training in the Nordic region. Along with familiar
lines, the step was taken “[i]n light of the worsened security situation in [the] region” which is

said to have made increased cooperation within NORDEFCO even more important (ibid.).

This type of reasoning seems to have amplified in the wake of the full-scale Russian invasion

of Ukraine in February 2022. After a Nordic Defence meeting in May 2022 Nordic defence
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ministers reiterated their commitment to further deepening their cooperation with regards to
operational cooperation and total defence. The reason for the enhanced cooperation is once

again characterised by concerns with an external threat:

[t]he war in Ukraine has fundamentally changed European defence and security
policy. In light of the ongoing crisis, Nordic solidarity and defence cooperation is

more important than ever. (The Government of Norway, 2022a).

These findings support Ann Sofie-Dahl’s (2021) empirical study of the development of
NORDEFCO, where she identified the Russian aggression in Ukraine in early 2014 as a key
event for restructuring the Nordic cooperation. Similar observations have been made by Karsten
Friis (2021). It also aligns well with the balance of threat theory by Walt (1985), operationalised
in section 2.4.1, which holds that states will join alliances in order to protect themselves from
states or coalitions whose superior resources could pose a threat to their existence. In this case,
it is reasonable to assume that the Nordic countries perceive Russia’s geographical proximity
and interests as threats in light of its annexation of Crimea in 2014, and even more so since the

full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Similar arguments are provided for the enhanced cooperation between Sweden, Finland and
Norway, with references to “an increasingly challenging security situation both globally and in
our neighbourhood” (The Government of Sweden, 2020b). They point out that in addition to
the Covid-19 pandemic and hybrid influencing “other security threats persist”. Moreover, “the
geographic and military-strategic realities” are said to “underscore the need for this cooperation
to continue”. More precisely, when asked why the trilateral agreement was important, the at the
time Swedish Minster of Defence Peter Hultqvist replied that it sent “a clear signal to Russia”
(Anderssen et. al, 2020). The then Norwegian Defence Minister Bakke-Jensen added that the
agreements will make Norway better equipped to face all threats and that it is an important part
of both deterrence and their defence strategy — “especially in a time where we have more great
power rivalry and it is difficult to be a small country” [my own translation from Norwegian]
(ibid.).

The external threat argument is also present in the enhanced cooperation between Denmark,
Norway and Sweden. The Swedish government gives initially a subtle explanation to the

enhanced cooperation, when stating that “a serious security crisis in the Nordic region would
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affect us all, and we need to be prepared and equipped to act together in peace, crisis and
conflict” (The Government of Sweden, 2021a), without specifying where this security crisis
would originate from. In the next statement, however, the external threat dimension is clearly
stated: “geostrategic realities result in the need for enhanced Nordic defence cooperation”

(ibid.).

The joint statement by the trio echoes this reasoning when justifying the trilateral agreement as
follows:
In light of the current security situation, cooperation and unity among like-minded
nations is paramount. For this reason, we are determined to take combined
measures aiming at enhancing and improving our ability to conduct military

operations (The Government of Sweden, 2021b).

In April 2022, the trio decided that they would establish a military coordination group for this
purpose. Subsequently, in August 2022, Minister for Defence Peter Hultqvist, Denmark’s
Minister of Defence Morten Bodskov and Norway’s Minister of Defence Bjorn Arild Gram
met in Malmd to further enhance the cooperation between their countries. The focus this time
was on how to contribute to security and stability in the Baltic Sea region (The Government of
Sweden, 2022b).

Moreover, in conjunction with Finland’s and Sweden’s applications for NATO membership in
May the same year, the prime ministers of Denmark, Iceland and Norway issued a joint
statement welcoming the decisions of Finland and Sweden. “Our military forces work well
together and have trained together for years”, says Norway’s prime minister Jonas Gahr Stere
and reminds of the “the significant contributions that Finland and Sweden have already
provided as partners of NATO” (The Government of Norway, 2022b & The Government of
Sweden, 2022b).

At the turn of the decade, yet another explanation started to appear in the official documents
and it is the growing importance of European defence integration. In the yearly report by

NORDEFCO (2021: 12) which summarises the year 2020, it is communicated that:

A main priority within the Nordic armament cooperation during the Danish

chairmanship 2020 was to explore joint Nordic possibilities within the European
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Defence Fund (EDF). Possible ways forward were discussed, and experts from
the Nordic nations met to exchange knowledge and experiences on the subject.
This line of work will continue as a priority during the Finnish chairmanship of

NORDEFCO 2021.

This priority was launched the same year that the European Defence Fund was activated in the
EU and is an obvious reaction to this development in EU defence policy. The Finnish
chairmanship that followed in 2021 confirms the importance of EDF for the enhanced Nordic

cooperation in the subsequent annual NORDEFCO (2022) report:

The EDF has already increased cooperation, both within the defence industry and
between governments. The Nordic countries have established a good foundation
for cooperation, and progress has already been achieved in information exchange
and sharing best practices related to the EDF, national EDF organisation,

processes, and structures.

The EDF provides a clear example of how an EU institution and its policies have led to political
change on the domestic level, even sub-regionally in this case, in line with Rieker’s (2004)
findings. Not only has it implied more cooperation between governments but also in the private

sphere — in Nordic defence industry.

Similarly, this type of regional focus appeared in conjunction with Sweden’s and Finland’s
applications for NATO membership. In the yearly report for 2022, the Norwegian chairmanship
states that the Finnish and Swedish applications for NATO membership “represents a historic
shift for Nordic defence cooperation” and highlights the following ambition in light of the new

security situation:

Our ambition is to create a framework for Nordic defence cooperation that makes
use of all the opportunities for deepened and enhanced defence cooperation that
arise as all the Nordic countries become NATO allies (The Government of
Norway, 2022a).

Creating added value to NATO is here explicitly described as a potential driving force behind

the Nordic cooperation. Since 2024, the NATO perspective becomes more explicit in the
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official documents. The NORDEFCO Vision 2030 is a clear example of this, as it mostly frames

Nordic cooperation as added value to the Alliance:

Aligning Nordic defence cooperation with NATO supports and contributes to
the collective defence of the Alliance. As NATO members, the Nordic
countries are committed to assist each other and other allies. Furthermore, the
Nordic countries will align defence capabilities in accordance with national
interests and defence responsibilities in NATO (NORDEFCO, 2024)

Nordic defence cooperation will enhance NATQO's posture in Northern Europe
and contribute to the security of the Alliance as a whole. Nordic defence
cooperation is aligned with NATO planning and concepts. Furthermore,
Nordic defence cooperation complements and adds value to the EU, bilateral
defence arrangements, and regional cooperation formats such as the Joint
Expeditionary Force (ibid.)

The revised MoU for NORDEFCO, which lays the foundation for a rapid strengthening of
common defence and military security of supply, points in the same direction. In particular, the
NATO membership of Finland and Sweden are said to have changed the nature of Nordic
defence cooperation and its political premises. The Finnish Minister of Defence explains that
“Nordic defence cooperation is entering a new era, where we respond to the changed security
situation as part of NATO's deterrence and defence”, adding that, “[we] will also deepen our
cooperation to strengthen the EU and continue our unwavering support for Ukraine™ (The
Ministry of Defence of Finland, 2025a).

Interestingly, since becoming united in the Alliance, the Nordic countries announced their
intention to further deepen Nordic defence cooperation, thereby challenging the assumption
that such cooperation would become redundant following Finland’s and Sweden’s accession to
NATO (Staalesen, 2024). Rather than diminishing the relevance of Nordic cooperation, the
findings above suggest that closer sub-regional integration is increasingly viewed as a means
of strengthening NATO’s overall military effectiveness. In this sense, Nordic defence
cooperation appears to function less as an end in itself and more as a framework for enhancing
collective defence capabilities and contributing to NATO’s operational cohesion in Northern

Europe.
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The previously different alignment strategies seem rather to have been a hindrance to taking
the cooperation further, as it places very definite limits on how far the various multi-national
projects and activities can go (Dahl, 2014 & Friis, 2024). This was also confirmed by the Nordic
ministers, at meeting in Oslo in August 2022, where they stated that Swedish and Finnish
membership of NATO can greatly enhance the effectiveness of defence of the Nordic region

(The Government of Norway, 2022c¢).

4.2.3.1 Conclusion

Although Rieker’s observation that “the Nordic Balance is vanishing and being replaced by an
ongoing process of Europeanisation” (2004: 371) is not fully confirmed in this study, it is
evident that developments within European defence integration and the European defence
industry, particularly around the turn of the decade, served as catalysts for Nordic defence
cooperation. Rather than replacing Nordic cooperation, broader Europeanisation processes

appear to have reinforced and complemented sub-regional defence integration.

Similarly, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine significantly heightened the perceived threat
environment in Northern Europe and accelerated ongoing processes of military integration.
However, rather than constituting the only or immediate driving force behind enhanced Nordic
defence cooperation, the invasion appears primarily to have functioned as a catalyst that
strengthened already existing trends of Nordic defence integration driven by the constructivist

explanations, as earlier discussed.

The findings further indicate that Sweden’s and Finland’s accession to NATO represented a
major turning point for Nordic defence cooperation. Instead of rendering Nordic cooperation
redundant, a full Nordic membership in NATO appears to have created new opportunities for
deeper Nordic cooperation. Recent official documents increasingly frame Nordic defence
cooperation as a framework for strengthening NATO’s collective defence posture in Northern

Europe, ultimately generating added value to the Alliance rather than substituting it.
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4.3 Results

Based on the analysis above, the thesis can present results for several of the indicators that were
formulated in section 3.3. The analysis found evidence of both internal and external driving
forces, where the driving force represented by the theory international liberalism, and
operationalised as maximizing absolute gains, has been present throughout the years. Moreover,
constructivist driving forces related to the notion of a common Nordic history and identity that
is worth protecting has also been mentioned, however, never highlighted as a main reason for

a sudden shift in Nordic cooperation.

Other driving forces that were identified in the analysis come from the external dimension. One
indicator that appeared frequently is responses to geopolitical threats, or exogenous shocks,
specifically Russia’s invasions of Ukraine in 2014 and 2022. These findings provide a strong
support for the balance of threat theory, not only because the geopolitical motivations were
mentioned consistently since 2014, but also because enhancements of Nordic defence
cooperation in different constellations seemed to happen in conjunction with the formative
exogenous shocks. Similarly, on a regional level, the launch of the European Defence Fund in
2017 also seemed to have had a positive impact on the Nordic cooperation, thereby supporting
the Europeanisation theory which puts emphasis on the effect of EU integration on domestic,
and subsequently sub-regional, policy.

The only driving force that did not receive any empirical support in this analysis is the
alternative theory one on the international level, concerning the so-called Nordic balance.
Possible explanations for this can be that the importance of preserving the Nordic balance has
either been substituted by an ongoing process of Europeanisation, as discussed in section 2.4,

or become less reassuring in light of the deteriorated security situation.

Driving Forces of Nordic Defence Cooperation

Source of Theory Codes Time period

driving force

Internal Unit level International References to the 2009 - 2025

factors liberalism importance of economic

ties, economic gains, cost-

efficiency, through means
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like pooling resources and

joint procurement

Sub-regional Constructivism References to a common 2009 — 2025
level Nordic identity, history,
or norms and values
External Regional level Europeanisation References to responding 2018 — 2025
factors to EU integration
International Nordic balance References to the value of -
level the aggregate stability of
the different Nordic
states’ strategies
Balance of threat | References to responding 2014 — 2025

to an external threat from
a proximate and offensive

power

Figure 4. Supported Explanatory Categories for Military Cooperation in the Nordic Sub-region
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5. Conclusion

5.1 Concluding Remarks

This thesis has attempted to describe and explain the dynamics of a sub-region by studying one
of the world’s oldest and most profound sub-regional partnership — the Nordic cooperation. It
has found, firstly, that the Nordic cooperation has evolved deep roots in many different sectors.
The first steps were taken within the societal sector, through different grassroot organisations,
followed by formalised cooperation in the political sector. From there on, the Nordic countries
entered a phase of economic and environmental cooperation, before evolving within the,

arguably, most sensitive area — the defence sector.

Moreover, since this thesis argues that the sub-regional level is to be considered distinct from
the regional level, it provided an empirical comparison between the Nordic cooperation and its
supra-level, Europe/the EU, to enable reflection on areas of potential convergences and
divergences between the two analytical levels. In this regard, the thesis found that while both
forms of cooperation have evolved in multiple sectors, the Nordic sub-region differs from its
supra-region the most in terms of the scope of the cooperation, where the level of economic
integration in the EU stands out, and with regard to the binding versus non-binding nature of
policies, not least in the military sector where the EU has managed to develop further. Another
observation, which was subsequently used in the analysis of driving forces of Nordic defence
cooperation, was that the EU integration has in different areas increased the Nordic cooperation,

through a so-called Europeanisation process.

Regarding the explanatory findings of the thesis, the analysis found several explanations for the
increased defence cooperation that has occurred since NORDEFCO was founded. First, the
thesis utilised a framework that categorises driving forces in terms of internal and external
dimensions which are differentiated between analytical levels — unit, sub-regional, regional and
system-level — in order to ensure that different types of potential sources of change were
included. The results indicated a persistent explanatory prevalence of the constructivist
perspective with an emphasis on a common Nordic identity, as well as a shift from internal
driving forces pertaining to the economic gains of Nordic defence cooperation, to external
forces that arose from the regional and system-level — EU defence integration and Russia’s

invasions of Ukraine, respectively.
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The findings thus primarily support Katzenstein’s constructivist perspective, which argues that
security cooperation cannot be explained merely through material interests or external threats,
but must also be analysed through institutional and operational expressions of a shared security
culture, shaped by common identity, norms, historical experiences and geography (Katzenstein,
1996; Forsberg, 2013; Brommesson, 2018). From this perspective, Nordic defence cooperation
is not merely a rational response to security challenges, although the findings suggest they have
served as catalysts at certain points in time, but also a reflection of a shared Nordic security
culture in which cooperation has grown organically over time to constitute a security

community (Adler & Barnett, 1998).

5.2 Contribution and Further Research

The study adds to the debate and contributes to Political Science as a field of research

by illuminating unquestioned assumptions in the literature and contributing to developing a
systematic study of an overlooked topic in the literature (Keohane et al., 1994). Hopefully, its
findings will facilitate comparative studies across sub-regions, which is a notable weakness in
the existing literature. Another aim is that it will contribute to offset the tendency of IR theorists
to underplay the importance of the sub-regional level in international security affairs. It seems
reasonable to expect this to change naturally with the emergence and strengthening of more

sub-regional initiatives, as we have witnessed so far.

Nordic cooperation is under constant development. As the Nordic countries continue to
implement the priorities of Vision 2030, it remains important to follow the practical application
and long-term effects of this cooperation. Furthermore, given the increasing uncertainty
surrounding the international order after 2025, further research could examine how changes in
the United States’ foreign and security policy, including the possibility of a more transactional
or less committed American engagement under the Trump administration may affect Nordic
cooperation. More broadly, further studies could investigate how different forms of exogenous
shocks influence sub-regional security cooperation. As demonstrated in this thesis, external
shocks, most notably the deteriorating security environment following Russian aggression
against Ukraine, have acted as important catalysts for deeper Nordic defence cooperation.
However, future shocks may either strengthen or weaken cooperation depending on their nature

and the responses they generate.
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Future research could also revisit the role of Europeanisation as an explanatory factor. While
this study finds that Nordic cooperation cannot be reduced to a simple consequence of European
integration, the continued development of EU defence initiatives, evolving EU-NATO relations
and the changing security landscape could be important factors. As all Nordic countries now
fully participate in EU defence cooperation, further research could examine whether

Europeanisation reinforces, complements or competes with Nordic defence cooperation.

Moreover, while NORDEFCO is widely seen as a successful example of sub-regional defence
cooperation for capability development, newer and less studied forms of sub-regional defence
cooperation have emerged across Europe and beyond. Examining these cases could help
determine whether the findings of this study are unique to the Nordic context or applicable to
sub-regional security cooperation more broadly. Comparative studies of different sub-regional
defence organisations could therefore contribute to a more systematic understanding of the

characteristics, driving forces and dynamics of sub-regional security cooperation.
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