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for more than two decades after the Cold 
War, in the absence of a strategic competitor 
the focus for the US Department of Defense 
was to prepare for and fight regional wars, 
from the Gulf War in the early 1990’s, fought 
with what was basically a military force 
aimed at defeating the Soviet Union, to the 
war in Afghanistan with a force to a large 
extent developed specifically for extended 
low intensity operations. At the same time, 
America and its European allies transformed 
NATO as the Alliance “went not out of 
business, but out of area, first helping to end 
two wars in the Balkans [and in] Afghanistan 
and fighting piracy and elsewhere”.1 The 
US, together with its European allies and 
partners, transformed their forces from “[…] 
static collective defence […] to more light 
expeditionary forces [and] that’s a totally 
different concept, totally different equipment, 
totally different training […]”.2

The US National Security Strategy (NSS) 
represents a major shift in US policy, from 
counter-terrorism to inter-state strategic 
competition as the major concern for US 
national security.3 The National Defense 
Strategy (NDS) outlines the consequences 
for US defense policy.4 It again radically 
changes the way the US intends to devel-
op, prepare and use its defense forces. That 
this changes the game and priorities for US 
lawmakers, policymakers, planners, oper-
ators, researchers and manufacturers is a 
main message in the open summary of the 
NDS and in several articles, comments and 
congressional testimonies. 

These changes affect allies and partners 
to the United States. Specifics vary, as they 
depend on factors such as each country’s ge-
ography, technological know-how, military 
capability and political relationship with the 
US. But given the role of the United States 

The United States National Defense Strategy 
– Consequences for Swedish Defense Policy
Inaugural Speech in the RSAWS, Department VI, on  
4th December 2019 by Johan Raeder

Resumé 

Den nationella säkerhetsstrategi som presenterades i USA i slutet av 2017, och som följdes 
av en nationell försvarsstrategi i början av 2018, innebär en strategisk ominriktning av his-
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for the defense of each of these countries, 
the consequences might be quite substantial. 

Sweden in the New Strategic 
Environment
During the Cold war, Sweden’s defense, like 
that of its NATO neighbors, was focused 
on the task of deterring the Soviet Union. 
Sweden based its security policy on a stance 
of non-alignment, a strict adherence to a 
policy of neutrality, a strong national de-
fense, and a strong and active support for 
international law and the UN. 

In the 1990’s, with the Soviet Union gone, 
Sweden moved away from its former policy, 
joining the Partnership for Peace in 1994 and 
the EU in 1995. It developed closer cooper-
ation with NATO and like-minded nations 
to increase its ability to contribute to UN-
mandated peace support operations, notably 
in the Balkans, and to security building in the 
newly liberated Baltic States.5 Sweden went 
from a concept of building security through 
armed neutrality and self-sufficiency to build-
ing security in cooperation with others.

In 2007, the EU presented a draft of the 
Lisbon Treaty including Article 42.7 concern-
ing the obligation of Member States to give 
support to an EU-member being subject to 
armed aggression. This forced a re-exami-
nation of Sweden’s security policy at a time 
when a little more than a decade of downsiz-
ing and reform, prioritizing contributions to 
international peace support operations over 
the task of national defense, was coming to 
an end. The Defence Commission, a group of 
representatives from the parties in Parliament, 
tasked by the Minister for Defence with 
producing the basis for the Government’s 
upcoming Defence Bill, presented a report 
describing the military strategic situation 
in Northern Europe. It was obvious to the 
Commission that a military conflict between 

Russia and any other country in the Baltic 
Sea region inevitably would affect all states 
in that region. This assumption, together 
with Russia’s rearmament, its demonstrated 
preparedness to use military force to further 
its interests, Sweden’s growing defense co-
operation with NATO as well as the deep-
ening defense cooperation in the EU, led the 
Commission to propose, some 15 years after 
the end of the Cold War, a radical change 
for Sweden’s security policy.6 

In its decision on defense in 2009, based 
on the Government’s Bill,7 the Swedish 
Parliament adopted a solidarity declaration 
stating that Sweden would not remain pas-
sive if a Nordic country or an EU-member 
suffered a catastrophe or an armed attack. 
Given the assessment that a conflict in the 
region would affect all countries in it and 
leaning on the newly adopted Lisbon Treaty, 
the declaration also said that Sweden ex-
pected that the countries mentioned would 
act in a similar way if Sweden were affected.

The re-focusing of Sweden’s defense efforts 
towards national defense and the Baltic Sea 
region was cemented after the Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine in 2014, with the parlia-
mentary decision on defense in 2015 as the 
major milestone.8 The Government based 
its proposition to Parliament on a strategy 
resting on two pillars. The most important 
of which was the strengthening of Sweden’s 
national defense forces and total defense. 
The other was the continued development 
of Sweden’s international defense cooper-
ation. The Bill repeated the wording from 
2009, stating: “Security is built in solidarity 
together with others”. It reiterated support 
for the UN and pointed out that Sweden, 
through its membership of the EU, takes its 
responsibility for European security. 

When it came to build the capabilities 
needed for conducting military operations, 
it was, however, Sweden’s cooperation with 
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NATO that was considered most important. 
A strong transatlantic link was said to be 
decisive for the security of Europe and, for 
the same reason, the Bill stated that it is in 
the interest of Sweden to develop its de-
fense cooperation with others. Sweden has, 
therefore, continued to develop a deep and 
comprehensive defense cooperation with 
several other nations and organizations. In 
case of war, however, the decisive military 
support would, as is true also for NATO at 
large, have to come from the United States.

It seems clear that the shift in US defense 
policies will have consequences for Sweden. 
To gain a better understanding of these con-
sequences, this paper will take a deeper look 
into the role of the US in Sweden’s defense 
policy. It will look into the issue of whether 
the United States can be expected and able 
to give such support. Looking a bit deeper, 
keeping in mind the changes that the US has 
set out to make in its strategies, doctrines 
and posture, a number of aspects related to 
second tier questions will be addressed: Will 
the support be relevant? Will it be in time? 
Will Sweden be able to effectively co-ordi-
nate its efforts?

The United States and the 
Defense of Europe
Exactly how Sweden and Swedish territory 
would be affected in a potential conflict would 
be dependent on the specific circumstances of 
the strategic context. In the highly unlikely 
event of an isolated Russian attack on Sweden, 
the important factors in US assessments dur-
ing the Cold War included Sweden’s ability to 
defend itself, its willingness to do so, as well 
as its policy towards the Western Alliance 
in the event of war. Today, Sweden’s stated 
policy with its declaration of solidarity, its 
much-developed international defense coop-
eration as well as its substantial increase in 

defense spending, based on a broad political 
agreement in Parliament, give indications in 
this regard. Apart from purely punitive at-
tacks, Russian strategic goals in a potential 
conflict must, however, be considered in a 
wider operational context. 

US actions would similarly have to be 
considered within the context of its strategic 
goals in a conflict with Russia. To this, US 
global engagements and commitments has 
to be added. The growing burden on the 
US, related to its commitments in the Indo-
Pacific region, has put increased emphasis 
on the issue of burden sharing. Shortfalls in 
the defense capabilities of European allies 
have given rise to concerns and even harsh 
criticism from the US about their ability to 
defend themselves.

As a result, the commitment of the United 
States to the defense of Europe as well as 
the functioning of the Alliance itself has over 
the last few years been cast in some doubt. 
Statements by German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel in May in 20179 and by French pres-
ident Emanuel Macron in November 201910 
are expressions of this. 

The US commitment to NATO was made 
after two world wars in which it had come to 
be engaged in the defense of European allies, 
and when the European theatre threatened 
to be the main battle-ground in a third, with 
the Soviet Union posing a direct existential 
threat also to the US. At a time when the 
struggle against the main opponent most 
clearly manifested itself on the European 
continent, American willingness to expend 
the resources necessary to meet this chal-
lenge was to be expected. The security of 
Europe was strongly linked to the security 
of the United States itself. At a time of de-
creasing relative importance of Europe for 
the defense of the US, with allies enjoying 
strong economies and with a Russian chal-
lenge being a fragment of the former Soviet 
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one, it is natural that calls for a more equal 
burden sharing will be heard. As Secretary 
of Defense Jim Mattis said: “We carried a 
disproportionate share of the defense burden 
for the democracies in the post-World War 
II era. The growing economic strength of 
today’s democracies and partners dictates 
they must now step up and do more.”11

American criticism of the lack of political 
will among allies to allocate sufficient re-
sources for their defense has been expressed 
repeatedly. In his farewell address to NATO 
in 2011, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
pointed out that 

[…] while every alliance member voted 
for [the] Libya mission, less than half have 
participated at all, and fewer than a third 
have been willing to participate in the strike 
mission. Frankly, many of those allies sitting 
on the sidelines do so not because they do 
not want to participate, but simply because 
they can’t. The military capabilities simply 
aren’t there.12 

At its summit in Wales in 2014, NATO de-
cided to “[…] reverse the trend of declining 
defense budgets, to make the most effective 
use of [its] funds and to further a more bal-
anced sharing of costs and responsibilities”.13 
The Allies committed to “ […] aim to move 
towards the 2% guideline within a decade 
[…]”,14 that is by 2024. A continued reluc-
tance among many allies to live up to their 
commitment drew further criticism. President 
Obama expressed his disappointment in 2016, 
calling such nations free riders.15 Reportedly, 
even explaining to the UK Prime Minister 
that the UK would no longer be able to 
claim a special relationship with the US if it 
did not live up to the commitment made in 
Wales.16 Similarly strong words were said to 
have been used in a meeting in April 2016 
between republican senators and NATO 
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg.17 In his 

presidential campaign and throughout his 
presidency, President Trump has significantly 
raised the tone.18

The European allies have received the 
message. After the summits in Wales in 2014 
and in Warsaw in 2016, where the issue took 
center stage, the declaration from NATO’s 
meeting in London in December 2019 stat-
ed that “Non-US defence expenditure has 
grown for five consecutive years; over 130 
billion US dollars more is being invested in 
defence”.19

This year’s presidential election in the US 
promises to be an important milestone in this 
regard. The support for a continued strong 
American commitment to NATO is shared 
among all the Democratic candidates, as it 
is among so called traditional republicans. 
The strong criticism from President Trump 
leaves room for some doubt as to how his 
thoughts on this issue will affect the future 
US relationship with NATO. Especially dur-
ing a second term when he will be freer to 
follow his own political instincts.

Despite the very tough criticism of the 
commitment of the other allies, and the un-
certainties it gives rise to, the willingness of 
the United States to live up to its commitment 
to defend NATO seems for the moment to 
be firm. Apart from the still existing direct 
link between the security of Europe and 
that of the US, the defense of America’s 
European allies is a goal in itself, since it is 
of decisive importance to the credibility of 
the US in its other alliances and towards 
treaty bound partners such as Taiwan. The 
credibility of the commitment of the US is, 
besides its factual military capabilities, the 
most important part of its deterrence. 

The House of Representatives agreed in 
2018 on a resolution that, while calling on 
NATO allies to meet the 2 % spending-guide-
line, expressed strong support for NATO.20 
A corresponding resolution has been intro-
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duced in the Senate.21 As for public opinion, 
polls continue to show strong support for 
NATO. In April 2019, 77 % of those polled 
expressed their support.22 In another poll, 
in December 2019, support for NATO was 
at 62 %.23

Increased defense efforts among NATO’s 
European allies will strengthen their ability 
to defend themselves. Consequently, the 
burden on US resources dedicated to that 
task will ease, and US freedom of action 
will grow. The extent to which US resourc-
es can be allocated for the defense of non- 
allies, however, still depends on the situation 
at hand. The main task of US and Allied 
forces will be to defeat the opposing force. 
Resources will likely be allocated to where 
they contribute best to that goal. 

The United States and the 
Defense of Sweden

Swedish Perspectives and the 
Doctrine of Marginality 

After the Great War, the war that was sup-
posed to end all wars, Sweden went through 
a period of substantial disarmament. From 
the mid 1930’s, against the background of 
the rise of Nazi Germany, efforts to strength-
en the Armed Forces were made. However, 
when the Second World War started in 1939, 
Sweden was caught thoroughly unprepared. 
The military build-up it conducted during 
the war was, given Sweden’s neutrality, done 
almost entirely with national resources, re-
sulting in a post-war defense industrial base 
covering practically the entire spectrum of 
military capabilities. Over time, as the post-
war period transformed into the Cold War 
with its resulting arms race, a few notable 
exceptions emerged. Among these were jet 
engines, air-to-air missiles, electronic warfare 
devices and, of course, nuclear weapons. 

Based on the country’s long tradition of 
non-alignment and the experiences of neu-
trality in the recent war, there was broad 
support in Sweden for a continuation of 
this policy. When negotiations concerning a 
Scandinavian Defence Union proved unsuc-
cessful, Sweden opted for a continuation of 
its earlier policy of non-alignment. During the 
1950’s, this policy was increasingly trusted 
by the US, resulting in Sweden being able 
to acquire key military technology from 
American producers. 

The issue of nuclear weapons was an-
other matter. Following the introduction of 
these weapons in 1945, Sweden launched a 
program with the purpose of studying their 
effects and usability. Sweden also embarked 
on a program aiming at developing the ca-
pability to produce its own nuclear weapons. 
At the end of the 1950’s, a point was reached 
where practically all that remained was a 
political go-ahead to start production. The 
substantial costs, especially connected to the 
production of plutonium, led to soundings in 
1956 with the Atomic Energy Commission of 
the US concerning the procurement of nucle-
ar weapons from the US.24 The answer was 
negative, since such a solution would have 
been contrary to US laws. A year and a half 
later, in 1957, during talks in the Pentagon, 
the US side proposed that Sweden could try 
to achieve a status similar to that of NATO 
allies concerning nuclear capable aircraft. 
Modification of the Swedish attack aircraft 
A32 was one option. It was conveyed that 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff would support such 
a proposal, if it came their way.25

Sweden eventually decided to refrain from 
acquiring nuclear weapons. Added to the fact 
that the issue was increasingly controversial 
in public opinion, studies in the early 1960’s 
had shown that it would increase the risk 
of the Soviet Union using nuclear weapons 
against Sweden in an initial phase of a war.26 
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These studies were also based on the assump-
tion that US nuclear counterattacks could 
be expected to occur within 48 hours after 
a Soviet nuclear attack on Sweden. In other 
words, Sweden was assumed to be under the 
nuclear umbrella of the US.27 In 1966, State 
Secretary for Defence, Karl Fritiofsson, made 
a public statement confirming this view.28 In 
1968, Sweden signed the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, putting a definite end to the Swedish 
nuclear weapons program.

Throughout the Cold War, Sweden’s de-
fense policy was based on the assumption that 
military aggression against Sweden would 
be part of a larger conflict in which the ag-
gressor was assumed to have to direct the 
main part of its military resources towards 
its main opponent. Only a marginal por-
tion of its resources would be available for 
operations against Sweden. From the early 
1960’s, this doctrine, known as the Doctrine 
of marginality, was one of the most promi-
nent factors in describing Sweden’s strategic 
position.29 The credibility of the doctrine 
was supported by the assumption of Sweden 
being protected by the US nuclear umbrella. 
This also meant that Sweden maintaining a 
conventional military capability to fight a 
limited war made military and political sense.

Through maintaining a strict policy of 
neutrality combined with a strong military 
defense, the aim was to contribute to deterring 
Soviet aggression, and, in case of that failing, 
make the cost of use of Swedish territory to 
outweigh the benefits. A conflict between 
the Soviet Union and Western Europe was 
assumed to involve NATO and especially the 
United States. The ability and willingness 
of the US and its allies to give support to 
Sweden was therefore assessed to be a central 
part in Soviet decision-making concerning 
an attack on Sweden, be it conventional or 
non-conventional. At the same time, there 
was a risk that the Soviet Union would not 

make the same calculation. Apart from the 
risk of actual miscalculation, there was the 
risk that the Soviet Union would develop a 
military capability that, even if only a mar-
ginal part of it was used, could overwhelm 
Swedish defenses and, in the end, make the 
benefits worth the cost. 

If Sweden were attacked, the goal of stay-
ing out of armed conflict would have to be 
replaced with the goal of ending the war, as 
soon as possible, on acceptable terms. In that 
case, there would be no formal obstacles 
to Sweden receiving outside help. The fact 
that Sweden’s security and defense policy 
included an option of receiving help from 
others was, however, considered to be un-
dermining the credibility of the policy itself. 
The consequence was that this option was 
successively downplayed, and the limited 
preparations made for receiving such help 
were made in secrecy, and in time ceased 
altogether.30 The strategic importance of 
Sweden’s territory remained, however. For 
NATO, with the US as its most important 
ally, the need to deny the Warsaw Pact and, 
in reality, the Soviet Union the possibility 
of using Swedish territory and airspace, as 
well as the possibility of using it for its own 
purposes, was still there. The US took the 
decision to conduct planning accordingly.31 

The nature of a potential European conflict 
is today less predictable than during the Cold 
War. Russia’s limited conventional military 
capabilities, the European allies diverging 
strategic interests and their inability to act 
as a cohesive strategic actor are leading to 
what former Norwegian Chief of Defense 
Sverre Diesen describes as a regionalization 
of European security.32 The strategic interests 
of Russia in a potential conflict with the west 
includes the protection of its bases on the Kola 
Peninsula and the Russian Northern Fleet 
as well as the protection of western Russia, 
including St Petersburg. US strategic interests 
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are coupled to the importance Russia attaches 
to the Kola Peninsula and the Barents Sea as 
well as to US security guarantees, through 
NATO, to the Baltic States.33 This leads to 
the conclusion that Swedish territory, in a 
conflict between Russia and NATO, likely 
would be regarded as an integral part of the 
larger theatre of operations.

The Swedish Parliament’s decisions on 
defense in 2009, in which the solidarity dec-
laration was made, and the one in 2015, are 
still based on the assumption that Russian 
aggression against Sweden would be part 
of a larger European conflict. The risk of 
an attack on Sweden was in the decision 
of 2015 assessed to have increased, and in 
the years since is assessed to have increased 
still further.34 Russia is still assumed only 
to be able to direct a limited amount of its 
military resources to an attack on Sweden, 
likely being simultaneously engaged in a 
conflict with NATO. Sweden’s own defense 
capability ought therefore still to be an im-
portant factor in Russia’s calculation with 
regards to Sweden. 

Sweden’s contribution to the overall deter-
rence of Russia has changed from maintaining 
armed neutrality to maintaining a relevant 
defense capability and the ability to quickly 
and effectively co-ordinate its efforts with 
those of likeminded partners. Even though 
Sweden is not a part of a military alliance, 
the membership in the EU and the close 
cooperation with NATO, including a Host 
Nation Support agreement, with NATO-
members as well as with other nations, are 
all considered to contribute to the credibility 
of its security policy.

US Perspectives – Sweden’s role in 
the Defense of Europe

During the Second World War, first in the 
autumn of 1942 and then more in earnest 

about a year later, in October 1943, UK 
Prime Minister Churchill raised the issue 
of encouraging neutral Sweden to enter the 
war on the side of the Allies in a telegram 
to President Roosevelt. He wrote:

It would be a great advantage to bring 
Sweden into the war. We do not think the 
Germans have the strength to undertake a 
heavy invasion of Sweden. We should gain 
a new country and a small but good army. 
Our gains in Norway would be far reaching. 
Valuable facilities would be awarded to 
Russian Air Forces. For ourselves, we can 
do far better bombing of Germany from 
East Anglia where we are mounted on a vast 
scale [than] from Sweden where everything 
would have to be improvised and import-
ed by air. Our range from England over 
Germany is just as good as from Sweden.35

Churchill’s thinking was that Sweden’s entry 
into the war would add resources on the 
Allied side and, above all, present the Soviet 
Union with the possibility to deploy combat 
aircraft to bases in Sweden. Later in the war, 
on 15 January 1945, General Eisenhower 
addressed the proposition in a telegram to 
General Marshall. He wrote:

I have considered the effect on the enemy 
should Sweden enter the war, and conclude 
that if she should do so, and was able to 
hold her own without Allied support other 
than by air, it would be to our advantage. 
But in no circumstances do we wish to 
accumulate further commitments which 
would divert effort from the main front 
(italics in original).36

The extent to which these examples from 
the Second World War are applicable to any 
future situation is, of course, limited. They 
show, however, that the considerations that 
have to be taken into account will be both 
political and military in nature. Taking a 
decision to conduct peacetime planning to 
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maintain the option of supporting Sweden 
is also fundamentally different from taking 
the decision to actually do so in a time of 
conflict, or when a conflict is imminent. The 
US administration has, on several occasions, 
taken decisions to support Sweden’s devel-
opment and maintenance of a strong defense. 
Central in this regard have been the National 
Security Council’s (NSC) Statement of US 
Policy toward Scandinavia in 1960 and the 
Department of State’s Guidelines for Policy 
and Operations in 1962.37 It was conclud-
ed to be in the interest of the United States 
to contribute to a strong Swedish national 
defense in order to avoid Sweden gravitat-
ing towards the Soviet sphere or the Soviet 
Union being able to take control of parts of 
Swedish territory. The Guidelines from the 
Department of State says

In the event of Soviet aggression, direct or 
indirect, against Sweden, that country’s 
strategic position, and the contribution 
its defensive strength makes to the NATO 
northern flank, would render such aggres-
sion a challenge to the free world, particu-
larly Sweden’s neighboring NATO powers 
Norway and Denmark. In the event of gen-
eral war, the Swedish Government’s position 
cannot be predetermined; if Sweden does 
not become a co-belligerent with NATO it 
is important that it remain a friendly neu-
tral. We should, therefore, seek to enable 
Sweden with encouragement and assistance, 
consistent with our commitments to NATO, 
to resist any Soviet attack. In the event of 
Soviet aggression against Sweden alone 
we should undertake to come to the assis-
tance of Sweden as part of a NATO or UN 
response to the aggression. Planning and 
preparation for this contingency must be 
conducted only on a unilateral U.S. basis 
[…].38

It is clear from the above that if and how the 
US would come to Sweden’s support would 
depend on the circumstances. It is equally 

clear that Sweden was considered to be part 
of a larger theatre of operations. It can be 
noted that an isolated attack on Sweden 
from the Soviet Union was deemed to be 
very unlikely. The nature of the assistance to 
Sweden was not specified. To put the wording 
on Sweden in perspective, in the Statement 
from 1960 the NSC simply states that the 
US will “Carry out U.S. commitments under 
NATO to come to the defense of Denmark 
and Norway in the event of aggression”.39

While the existence of later guidelines or 
decisions of a similar kind is unknown, the 
difference between allies and non-allies that 
resulted in the wording in the NSC document 
is still there. While the NDS is clear that the 
United States intends to develop its cooper-
ation with both partners and allies, and it 
speaks of the value of US partnerships and 
of supporting partners in developing their 
defense capabilities, there are no security 
guarantees extended to European partners. 
Nor is it within Partnership for Peace.40

As we have seen, Swedish security policy 
clearly states that Sweden will not remain 
passive in the event of armed attack on an-
other EU-member or another Nordic country. 
The Swedish Parliament and Government 
alike are also of the opinion that military 
aggression against Sweden will affect also its 
neighbors. From this follows that the US in 
such a situation likely would draw the con-
clusion that Sweden will fight together with 
NATO. In the event of Sweden joining the 
cause of the allies in a future war, it seems 
reasonable to assume that the United States 
would not see any political obstacles to come 
to the support of Sweden. It seems equally 
reasonable, though, that such support would 
be subject to considerations also at the mili-
tary level, much in the same way that it was 
for General Eisenhower in January of 1945.

US readiness to defend its allies is, as dis-
cussed above, based on the commitment to 
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provide security of those allies, their credibil-
ity as an allies in other theatres and in future 
conflicts and ultimately on the security of the 
US itself. The validity and protection of the 
security guarantees in NATO has a value in 
itself. This is not to the same extent the case 
when talking about partners without such 
guarantees. It was the value of Swedish terri-
tory for the security of the allies that was of 
interest in the deliberations in the NSC and 
Department of State in the early 1960’s. It 
was the possibility of using Swedish territory 
to conduct operations against Germany that 
was of interest during the Second World War. 
More recent analyses have focused on the 
importance of Swedish territory for use in 
operations in the Baltic States.41 The protec-
tion of Sweden itself has not been the issue. 
The defense of partners is, in other words, 
more a matter of their strategic value in any 
given situation. 

That a strong Swedish national defense 
raises the threshold for an aggressor is still 
valid. It is to be expected that a net Swedish 
contribution in the fight against a common 
enemy would be welcome. Indeed, efforts 
such as support to the development of a 
strong Swedish defense capability, through 
defense materiel exports, combined exer-
cises etc. is therefore described in the NDS 
as being in the interest of the US, given that 
the burden is shared in a way that is accept-
able.42 The signal that Sweden would stand 
to receive outside support in the event of 
armed aggression would also in itself raise 
the threshold for an aggressor.

The National Defense Strategy 
and the Rise of China
Although the historical and cultural bonds 
between the United States and Europe are 
strong, and the US commitment to the defense 
of Europe remains firm, the assessment of 

the US Government is that “The Indo-Pacific 
is the single most consequential region for 
America’s future.”43 Long-term strategic 
competition with China and Russia are the 
principal priorities for US defense efforts. 
While the US in the NDS is described to be 

“emerging from a period of strategic atrophy 
[in which] our competitive military advantage 
has been eroding”,44 China and Russia are 
said to have used this time to develop their 
own defense capabilities, developing and 
integrating new military technology. 

The defense objectives of the United 
States include “Maintaining favorable re-
gional balances of power in the Indo-Pacific, 
Europe, the Middle East, and the Western 
Hemisphere” and “Defending allies from 
military aggression and bolstering partners 
against coercion, and fairly sharing respon-
sibilities for common defense”.45 In order 
to meet these objectives, the need to use 
America’s advantages, including strong alli-
ances and partnerships as well as its strong 
technological innovation base is stressed.

The threats posed by China and Russia 
respectively are, however, not considered to 
be of equal magnitude. While Russia often is 
described as a more acute challenge, China is 
considered to be the main long-term strategic 
competitor to the United States.

China is leveraging military moderniza-
tion, influence operations, and predatory 
economics to coerce neighboring countries 
to reorder the Indo-Pacific region to their 
advantage. As China continues its economic 
and military ascendance, asserting power 
through an all-of-nation long-term strat-
egy, it will continue to pursue a military 
modernization program that seeks Indo-
Pacific regional hegemony in the near-term 
and displacement of the United States to 
achieve global preeminence in the future.46

Prioritizing great power competition “[…] 
requires a fundamental shift in the way the 
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Department of Defense conceives of what is 
required for effective deterrence and defense 
[…]”.47 A future war with China or Russia 
will be very different from the regional wars 
in which the US has been engaged over the 
last decades. 

We have left a period of overwhelming 
American dominance and have entered one 
in which [US] armed forces will have to 
prepare to square off against the forces of 
major economies fielding the most sophis-
ticated conventional and survivable nuclear 
forces. [US] armed forces will therefore need 
to shift from an expectation that they could 
dominate the opponent to one in which they 
must expect to be contested throughout 
the fight – and yet still achieve the polit-
ical objectives set for them in ways that 
are politically tenable (italics in original).48

In other words: The possibility of conduct-
ing a lengthy military build-up virtually 
undisturbed and then, with the benefit of 
military-technological superiority, take the 
initiative to defeat a smaller and inferior 
opponent, will not be there.

Wars against nuclear-armed near-peer com-
petitors also require the ability to fight and 
win a limited war. That is without escalating 
the conflict to a general nuclear war. This 
requires a capability to avoid being present-
ed with a fait accompli in, for instance, the 
Baltic States or Taiwan. It requires being able 
to react very rapidly with forces capable of 
halting or repelling a determined attack by 
China or Russia against one of their smaller 
neighbors, and at the same time maintaining 
superiority at higher levels of conflict, dis-
suading the aggressor from escalation. The 
aim is to force the aggressor to cease hostil-
ities and accept peace on terms acceptable 
to the US.49

In order to achieve this, the NDS presents a 
Global Operating Model that “[…] describes 
how the Joint Force will be postured and 

employed to achieve its [missions]”.50 The 
model comprises four “layers”: 

 – The Contact layer comprises activities in 
the “gray zone” or early stages of conflict. 
Activities make use of existing capabilities. 
Allies and operational partners can play 
important roles.

 – The Blunt layer is aimed at delaying and 
degrading the aggressor, denying it to 
establish a fait accompli. It is likely that 
activities in this layer will see the use of 
long-range strike assets as well as forward 
deployed forces.

 – The Surge layer is about the deployment 
of additional forces to the relevant area 
of operations, building the capability to 
eventually defeat the invading force.

 – The Homeland layer provides deterrence 
and an ability to defeat attacks against 
the US itself.51

The US force-planning construct, which de-
scribes how the Department of Defense sizes,  
shapes and develops US military forces, has 
for almost twenty years been based on the 
need to fight two simultaneous regional wars. 
With the National Defense Strategy, this 

“Two-War” construct is replaced with what 
has been called a “Great Power War” con-
struct, shifting “priority from maintaining the 
Joint Force’s ability to fight two simultane-
ous major wars, in separate theatres against 
mid-tier enemies, to defeating aggression 
by a great power”.52 This has important 
implications. 

Most significantly, the Strategy places a 
clear prioritization on being able to deter, 
and if necessary, to prevail over a major 
power adversary like China or Russia […]. 
Consequently, it prioritizes ensuring that 
the US armed forces are able to win a fight 
over Taiwan or the Baltic States before 
investing in the capacity to fight two wars 
simultaneously. This is only logical; losing 
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the war in the primary theater would render 
success in any secondary theaters either 
fleeting or futile. Being able to fight two or 
more wars simultaneously is a good, but it 
is a good subordinate to that of winning in 
the primary, decisive fight.53

Resulting from this is a stronger emphasis 
on readiness, initial capability and quali-
tative edge as well as on a Dynamic Force 
Employment, that is forward deployed forces 
capable of immediately responding to ag-
gression rather than just showing presence. 
NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence and 
US activities within the European Deterrence 
Initiative and Operation Atlantic Resolve 
are also examples. 

Under the previous construct, the larger 
overall force, together with the force’s qual-
itative superiority, was considered to “[…] 
deter opportunistic aggression and to serve 
as a hedge in case the first war was larger 
or more difficult than expected […]” (italics 
in original).54 It contained the possibility 
of managing risk by being able to augment 
forces in one regional conflict with forces 
reserved for the other. War against a great 
power, on the other hand, brings with it 
greater uncertainty, higher risk and, as de-
scribed above, a need for a higher operational 
tempo. It will be necessary to “[…] deter and, 
if necessary, defeat a great power adversary 
in war before resources are devoted to other 
missions […]”.55

The way in which a conflict, including a 
war, with a great power is conducted also 
has direct consequences for the credibility 
of deterrence against other potential aggres-
sors, including the other great power. The 
need to concentrate the maximum of avail-
able resources in order to mitigate risk and 
uncertainties in a war with a great power 
opens up for opportunistic aggressors to act 
if the US is committed elsewhere. Therefore, 

The impact of the first war on the reputation 
for U.S. willingness to adhere to its secu-
rity commitments and ability to see them 
through will matter. Performing well in the 
first war and showcasing the awesome might 
of American military power should give an 
opportunistic aggressor pause. Conversely, 
losing quickly, exhibiting incompetence, 
or completely exhausting the force may 
increase an opportunistic aggressor’s per-
ception of the likelihood of success […].56

In a situation where the US is engaged in 
armed conflict with China, or if such a con-
flict is imminent, it therefore seems likely 
that the US engagement in this conflict will 
take priority over military engagements else-
where, even in Europe. This puts the debate 
on the need for a more equal burden sharing 
among allies for the defense of Europe in a 
sharp light. 

 t(Article 5) – or the Time 
Variable of the Defense of 
Europe
The fact that China now is considered to be 
the main competitor to the United States, to-
gether with the fact that the US has adopted 
a “Great Power War”-force construct, will 
affect what resources and when the US can 
devote to the defense of Europe. This also 
has important consequences for the defense 
of Sweden. Similarly, the way a conflict in 
Europe evolves will have direct consequences 
for the credibility of US deterrence towards 
China. 

As we have seen, in the event of Russian 
aggression against the Baltic States, the US 
according to the National Defense Strategy 
intends to respond immediately together 
with its allies. In the Blunt layer, forward 
deployed forces would be supported with 
inter alia long-range strike and cyber capa-
bilities. At the same time, additional forces 
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would start to be deployed into theatre under 
the Surge layer, building the capability to 
defeat Russian forces and face Russia with 
the choice of either to escalate the conflict 
to a level where US superiority is even more 
pronounced, or to cease hostilities on terms 
acceptable to the US.

Similarly, a Chinese attack on Taiwan 
would be met with an immediate American 
response within the Blunt layer while at the 
same time forces would deploy to the thea-
tre under the Surge layer in order to defeat 
Chinese forces.

The two situations outlined above are, 
however, not symmetrical. Even though the 
intention is to prioritize the conclusion of 
one war over the ability to be able to fight 
another one simultaneously, there remains a 
need to maintain a level of deterrence towards 
the other great power. This deterrence will 
look differently in the two respective theatres 
due to their respective specific geographical 
circumstances. It would need to have a rela-
tively stronger emphasis on ground and air 
forces in Europe and a relatively stronger 
emphasis on maritime and air forces in the 
Pacific. It would also depend on the differ-
ence in military capabilities presented by 
China and Russia respectively. Simply put, 
the threshold needs to be higher for the more 
capable adversary.

In the event of an isolated attack by Russia 
on Europe, the speed with which the conflict 
can come to a resolution is an important 
factor in itself. Apart from the wish to avoid 
prolonged suffering in the affected countries, 
a swift and effective American response would 
contribute to the credibility of American 
deterrence and also quickly free resources 
that might be needed to maintain deterrence 
and the readiness to defend against China. In 
such a scenario, the support to Europe might 
come more quickly than expected. While in 
itself positive, it raises the issue of whether 

Sweden will be ready to receive such support. 
Will its political decision-making work at 
what General Dunford has called “the speed 
of relevance”?57 Will Sweden’s armed forc-
es be able to quickly enough connect into, 
and in a meaningful way contribute to, the 
allied operation? If not, Sweden might find 
itself being run over or be in the way of an 
operation aiming to defend the Baltic States.

War with China is expected to present an 
even greater challenge to US armed forces. 
China’s greater military strength, its more 
advanced military technology and the more 
challenging geographical situation, including 
longer distances and more limited basing 
opportunities, mean that long-range strike 
systems and air force assets will play a larg-
er role. The logistical challenges for the US 
and its need to devote resources would be 
greater and the resources available for keep-
ing the guard in Europe to a corresponding 
degree lesser. The need for the ability of the 
European allies to deter Russia would as a 
result be greater. This would be especially 
true in a situation after a war between the 
US and China, when US resources and capa-
bilities might be severely depleted, particu-
larly as concerns the most modern military 
equipment.

The most difficult scenario for the European 
allies would be an attack from Russia simulta-
neous with a US war with China, or one that 
occurred shortly after such a conflict. A US 
concentration of forces to the Pacific theatre 
would not only increase the burden for the 
European allies, but would also substantial-
ly increase the time before the US, under a 
Surge layer, could deploy substantial forces 
to Europe. Indeed, a co-ordination between 
China and Russia with Russia amassing 
forces in its Western Military District, for 
instance in the form of a Zapad exercise, 
at a time when a Chinese attack on Taiwan 
was imminent, could present the US with 
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the need to tell its European allies that the 
threat from China has priority over the threat 
from Russia.

The problem of how a conflict between 
the US and China would play out is of great 
importance in assessing how rapid and large 
the US contribution to the defense of Europe 
could be. The answer will depend on a large 
number of factors, but given the impor-
tance of such a conflict for both the US and 
China, the amount of resources available 
on both sides as well as the geographical 
circumstances, it is likely that such a conflict 
would be ongoing for a considerable time, 
even months. The resources that in the Blunt 
layer would prevent Russia from presenting 
the US and its European allies with a fait 
accompli in e.g. the Baltic States, would in 
such a situation to a large extent have to be 
European. The wait for US support to the 
defense of Europe, and of Sweden, might be 
much longer than expected.

Challenges to Interoperability
The NDS’s focus on quality over quantity, 
on the development of new concepts for war 
fighting and on the development of military 
technology brings to the fore the challenge 
of a technological gap emerging between 
the US and its allies and partners. The NDS 
points explicitly at the futility of waging 
modern wars with yesterday’s equipment. 
The great power competition is to a large 
extent about the need to maintain, and in 
some instances to take back, the American 
military technological lead with increased 
efforts in research and development and 
with increased efforts in securing American 
intellectual property.

In 2014, the US Department of Defense 
launched a Defense Innovation Initiative, 
including what was called a “Third Offset 
Strategy” with the goal of developing tech-

nology that would secure American military 
superiority also in the future.58 China, for its 
part, has “laid out its goals for a fully mod-
ernized PLA by 2035, and elevating the PLA 
to the world’s premier military force by the 
100th anniversary of the People’s Republic of 
China in 2049 […].”59 The Chinese strategy 
aims to exploit a new operational concept 
described as ‘systems destruction warfare’, 
to defeat US command, control, communi-
cation, and intelligence systems and achieve 
information superiority.60 Russia is also 
making great efforts to develop new military 
technology,61 and might in some areas be at 
the forefront. In the long run, however, it is 
unlikely that Russia can keep pace with the 
US and China. 

The US identifying China as its main com-
petitor and pacing threat means that America 
can be expected to primarily develop mil-
itary capabilities to meet China’s military 
capability and doctrine. Apart from the risk 
of a technological gap between the US and 
those allies and partners that will not be 
able to afford to maintain interoperability, 
it also risks leading to an American military 
capability no longer being optimized toward 
the Russian threat. Combined, this leads 
to a risk that the specific military strate-
gic circumstances of the Pacific theatre will 
be incorrectly transposed on the European 
theatre. An example of this tendency is the 
Anti-Access/Area Denial concept, relevant for 
describing the challenges in fighting China, 
but less relevant in an American conflict with 
Russia.62 The technology gap might thus 
lead to a doctrine gap, which in turn could 
lead to increased challenges for maintaining 
interoperability between the US and Europe.

Conclusions 
The US and the world have, about two dec-
ades after the end of the Cold War, entered 
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a new era of great power competition. The 
NSS and NDS have pointed out the direction 
for the US, identifying the challenge at hand. 
Europe is still dependent on the US for its 
defense, and the security of smaller states 
will inevitably be defined in relation to this 
overarching struggle. The global commit-
ments of the United States will present an 
increasing strain on its military resources, 
resulting in a greater need for European allies 
to provide for their own defenses. However, 
the commitment of the US to the defense of 
NATO continues to be firm and, in the near 
term, the capability of the United States to 
defend its NATO allies is strong.

For Sweden, militarily non-aligned, it is 
important to understand its place in the new 
strategic environment in order to be able to 
develop its own strategy, to navigate and to 
prepare its defenses. The US will first and 
foremost protect itself and its allies. This 
affects the extent to which resources can be 
allocated to support Sweden and the nature 
of those resources. Sweden needs to have a 
clear understanding of US priorities in rel-
evant scenarios and be prepared to connect 
into the different types of operations that 
can be foreseen in the different respective 
layers of the Global Operating Model. It 

would serve both Sweden and the US to 
develop modalities for early consultations 
in a time of crisis.

China is now the pacing threat for the 
United States and of the first priority in the 
defense of the US and its allies. The Great 
Power War construct can lead to a consider-
able delay before substantial US support for 
the defense of Europe arrives. Sweden should 
take this into account when developing its 
defense capabilities, especially as regards 
sustainability. At the same time, China being 
the main competitor to the US means that the 
need for operational tempo in the European 
theatre could be greater than anticipated in 
case of Russian aggression. This can present 
a challenge to European decision makers, 
including in Sweden, and could also present 
challenges for Swedish military readiness. It 
could, over time, lead to increasing challenges 
to the interoperability between the US and 
its European allies and partners.
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