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on october 15, 2020, the Swedish Govern­
ment introduced an increased defense budget 
which among many things aims to re-establish 
four Army regiments, one Marine regiment, 
and one Air force flotilla, in remembrance 
of the Cold-War conventional strategy. The 
budget increase projection from 2021–2025 
is 27,5 billion Swedish kronor, reaching an 
annual budget of almost 80 billion Swedish 
kronor per year in 2025.1 The defense spend­
ing agreement finds support among several 
of the parties in the Swedish Parliament, ac­
cording to the Swedish newspaper Svenska 
Dagbladet.2 However, it should also raise 
a concern: are the Swedish Armed Forces 
using the budget increasement correctly, or 
are they trying to recreate what once was?

Sweden builds its military doctrine and 
security strategy from lessons learned after 
World War II and how the country postured 
its defense during the Cold war. In addition 
to this, Sweden does not implement many 
of the beneficial aspects of using artificial 
intelligence and shared databases. The in­
novation perspective when it comes to mil­
itary doctrine might be seen from an overly 

narrow lens.  This article aims to highlight 
some of the challenges facing Sweden when 
seeking to counter its adversary’s actions. 
As a solution this article suggests adding 
three new approaches to Sweden’s defense 
strategy: Learn from the Loser, Connect 
the Connected, and finally, Unconventional 
Short Cuts or how to outpace the interna­
tional bureaucracy.

Every year until 2016, the Swedish Defense 
University conducted several annual major 
field exercises with the Staff College Program 
students. The emphasis was placed on one of 
the studies, much appreciated (by students), 
which follows the German breakthrough at 
Sedan in May 1940.3 Under the command 
of two well-known Generals, Guderian and 
Rommel, with air superiority and a new 
doctrine – blitzkrieg – the German troops 
achieved a breakthrough on May 14, which 
resulted in Guderian reaching the Channel 
coast on May 20.4 Students at the Swedish 
Defense University examined several of the 
battles during this episode of World War II-
era. The lessons learned from the Germans 
during this part of the war, proves their suc­
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cessful adaption to new technologies – tanks 
and close air support, and the transforma­
tion of its strategy, blitzkrieg, enabled in 
maneuver warfare.

The French Armed Forces had learnt from 
the result of World War I, which suggested 
that defense was superior to offense. The 
French created the Maginot Line named 
after the Minister of War, Andre Maginot. 
The Maginot line can be described as a sys­
tem of underground fortresses and bunkers.5 

This defense line did not provide its intend­
ed effect. Maneuver warfare has since WW 
II been the leadership philosophy for con­
ventional forces and the armored assault, 
according to several doctrinal documents.  
However, there is a problem with that pic­
ture since conventional wars are outnum­
bered by unconventional wars. As shown 
in figure 1, wars between states have de­
creased, meaning conventional battles have 
done so as well.

Figure 1 Armed Conflict by Type, 1946–20196

Why do the Swedish officers study the German 
successes at Sedan in 1940? It is not because 
Sweden applies the strategy of preemptive 
attack, it is because Sweden, as other coun­
tries adheres, to the leadership philosophy 
of mission tactics and maneuver warfare. 
Arguably, an officer should recognize the 
basis and history from which leadership 

philosophies originate. But, could Rommel’s 
and Guderian’s adventures create a false pic­
ture of what type of war officers in Sweden 
will fight, and could this be the main reason 
why Sweden strives to re-create its conven­
tional strength?

There is a saying, ”Generals always fight 
the last war.”7 If that is correct, Sweden will 
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follow the lessons learned from the Swedish-
Norwegian war in 1814, over 200 years ago.8 
There is a problem in this focus on history: 
it does not prepare Sweden or its strategic 
thinking for the most likely form of future 
war, one heavily involving advanced weapon 
systems, computerization, and asymmetric 
warfare.  Three new approaches are needed 
to ensure Sweden’s new budget additions are 
well spent with an updated strategic under­
standing of the world.

Learn from the Losers
The application of Swedish war experience 
is limited; that is why Sweden seeks other 
expertise and wisdom and learns from the 
early German success of WW II, and from 
the U.S. over time. The challenge with this 
approach is that both the Germans during 
WW II and the U.S. are examples of mass-ar­
mies, utilizing superior force, a strategy (sur­
prise-attack), and a luxury (mass, or attri­
tion) that Sweden does not have and will 
not possess when it matters. The country 
has taken pride in its neutral approach and, 
since 2009, expanded the foreign policy with 
the solidarity clause.9 This position is under­
standable since the government has remained 
at peace for over 200 years. One challenge 
is that its strategy, doctrine, and technolo­
gy take inspiration from the U.S. approach.

When drawing on lessons learned, Sweden 
looks at the coalition or winning, side when 
Sweden should also learn from the other 
party, the loser, or the long-term winner. 
Recent conflicts in Afghanistan (2001–), Iraq 
(2003–), and Israel’s intervention in Lebanon 
(2006) have commonalities in that a superior 
(mainly) conventional force faced an adver­
sary that is used irregular tactics.

In 2005, General James N. Mattis and 
Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Hoffman intro­
duced the hybrid war term. Hybrid war is 

when an actor uses the full spectrum of in­
struments of power. Hoffman has developed 
this over time, and one of the examples he 
utilizes is the second Lebanon war in 2006, 
as per the following quote.10

The fusion of militia units, specially trained 
fighters, and the anti-tank guided missiles 
teams mark this case, as does Hizbollah’s 
employment of modern information oper­
ations, signals intelligence, operational and 
tactical rockets, armed UAVs and deadly 
anti-ship missiles. Hezbollah’s leaders de­
scribe their force as a cross between an ar­
my and a guerilla force, and they believe 
they have developed a new model.11

The strategy utilized by Hezbollah was also 
used earlier by the beforehand much-underes­
timated Fedayeen in Iraq. Michael. R. Gordon 
and Gen. (Ret.) Bernard. E. Trainor expand 
on the topic in Cobra II: The Inside Story of 
the Invasion and Occupation of Iraq: They 
state, ”as it turned out, the generals were 
well prepared to fight the enemy that they 
had war-gamed against. But, it would be the 
paramilitary Fedayeen that represented the 
principal challenge in Nasiriyah, Samawah, 
Najaf, Kifl, and Diwaniyah, and they fought 
tenaciously as well.12 In both the case of 
Hezbollah and the Fedayeen, irregular tac­
tics challenged the conventional forces. As 
stressed by the authors: ”but from the first 
day of the invasion, the U.S. was not fight­
ing a purely conventional war…The attacks 
by the Fedayeen on the road to Baghdad 
demonstrated that the American-led coa­
lition was contending with a decentralized 
enemy that was fanatical, not dependent 
on rigid command and control, and whose 
base of operations was dispersed through­
out towns and cities of Iraq.”13

Arguably there is evidence in history to 
suggest that battles are won, but wars are lost 
when a superior conventional force invades 
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or intervenes in another country if it does 
not adapt to the situation. As the evidence in 
the article suggests, it is highly possible for 
small-unit decentralized troops, with access 
to both advanced weapons and skills, and 
with external support, to cause overwhelm­
ing dilemmas for far superior adversaries. 
Characteristic operations, such as raids and 
ambushes, are what Swedish Rangers and 
Special Forces consistently train to execute. 
Dr. Sean McFate argues that ”the whole mil­
itary should become more like special op­
erations forces, and future training should 
reflect this. Tactics, techniques, and proce­
dures common in special operations forces 
should become more mainstream, especially 
among ground forces.”14

Minorities defending their own territo­
ries in an asymmetric fight should be an 
attractive framework within the Swedish 
Armed Forces; they can appear to be au­
tomatic losers at the outset and yet prevail 
over time. Such a framework requires the 
very type of soldiers that Sweden has nor­
mally within its troops; those have a high 
level of capacity as a light force, semi-inde­
pendently dispersed over a vast geographi­
cal area, and armed accordingly, as shown 
in the conclusions form the earlier quote. 
The United States Marine Corps (USMC) 
has thoroughly war-gamed to develop its 
new force design, Force Design 2030.15 The 
Commandant suggests the divestment of all 
tanks from the USMC and investment in 
long-range precision munitions.16 The re­
cent conflict between Nagorno-Karabakh 
suggests that tanks or conventional forces 
struggle on the battlefield when an adver­
sary employs Intelligence Surveillance and 
Reconnaissance (ISR) platforms and preci­
sion munition.17 The conflict is still ongo­
ing and has so far offered limited opportu­
nities to draw any meaningful conclusions. 
In recent wars, the losing side has shown us 

that they are the winning side in the long-
term struggle between interests if they de­
ploy small, decentralized units, empowered 
with effective munition and ISR platforms.

Connect the Connected

General Valery Gerasimov, currently Chief 
of the General Staff of the Armed Forces 
of Russia,18  studied and adapted to the 
changing character of war, resulting in the 
Gerasimov doctrine or the new generation 
warfare.19 The strategy was exemplified in 
the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 
and the continuing conflict in Ukraine and 
Syria and Libya intervention. Russia is, at 
the same time, the direct threat to stabili­
ty in the Baltic Sea region.20 Due to recent 
Russian aggression and policy, the Swedish 
Armed forces focus on rebuilding its conven­
tional military defense.21 Like the Germans 
after their defeat in WW I, Russians, after 
the Cold War, developed and renewed their 
strategy. Russia still possesses far superior 
numbers of personnel and weapons than 
does Sweden, no matter how much Sweden 
strives to increase its numbers.

At the Beijing Winter Olympics in 2018, 
Intel broke the world record of coordinating 
1218 drones simultaneously.22 The drones 
performed simultaneously and in the end, 
they shaped the Olympic rings. Modern 
technology can compensate for a lack of per­
sonnel. In one way, mass is back. Imagine 
equipping a six-man Ranger team with le­
thal drones. Suddenly a group becomes a 
squadron. However, the solution is not to 
rebuild a conventional army, the mass will 
not counter the new generation warfare, but 
it will help puzzle it. A solely military solu­
tion will not meet the challenge. The new 
generation warfare utilizes all instruments of 
power, and distributed over time, if necessary.
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Meeting the challenge, the strategy imposes 
on a small state that one essential tool will be 
the intelligence community. The community 
needs to attach to all agencies to detect pat­
terns of adversarial action. Imagine a com­
prehensive database, including daily reports 
from a broad spectrum of agencies, running 
an artificial intelligence algorithm to iden­
tify those antagonistic patterns. Occurring 
reports of a disturbance in the communica­
tions sector, such as sabotaged masts, drones 
flying over the parliament, or adversarial 
personnel getting their leave canceled, all of 
the above cross-checked to trends on social 
media and current news reports. All are be­
ing connected within the database and ana­
lyzed at speed, not comparable or achievable 
with human computation.

The military thinker John Boyd suggests 
that if a community can observe from un­
folding circumstances and environmental 
interaction and organize that information 
(orientation) towards its experience, cul­
tural traditions, and generic heritage, the 
same organization can outpace its adver­
sary decision-making process.23 In other 
words, create a dilemma by what Boyd calls 

”compress own time and stretch-out adver­
sary time.”24 John Boyd’s thoughts mirror 
the connected approach. The idea of con-
nect the connected suggests two solutions to 
counter the new generation warfare strategy: 
First, there are drones to counter the lack 
of personnel. Second, there is a comprehen­
sive database, mixing open and confidential 
information in a timely fashion, aiming to 
achieve a possibility to make decisions at a 
faster pace than our adversary.

Unconventional Shortcut
Herein lays the core of the challenge: how 
to adapt to the future. The problem is not 
solely Swedish. In front of the U.S. House of 

Representatives Armed Service Committee, 
Dr Eric Schmidt, member of the defense in­
novation board, said, ”DoD does not have 
an innovation problem; it has an adoption 
problem.”25 Innovative development out­
paces the speed at which the DoD adapts to 
emerging technologies and strategies. Sweden 
shows a similar pattern. The country is in­
novative to its core, and several successful 
companies originate from it, such as IKEA, 
Volvo, Spotify, etc. It has its defense indus­
try with the leading manufacturer SAAB. 
However, emerging technologies and the 
adaption within the Swedish armed forces 
seem to tail the U.S. and NATO trends rath­
er than adopting innovations ahead of them.

Following the big ideas in products and 
strategies from larger nations and regional 
organization will make Sweden lag behind 
in the race to outpace its adversary. Sweden 
has a strength in its smallness compared to 
both Russia and the U.S., and its bureaucra­
cy could move at a higher pace due to short­
er lines of communication. Arguably fewer 
personnel within an organization could en­
able faster communication. A prerequisite 
to outpace its competitors is to be aware 
of new technologies when they first appear.

Being aware of, and then ahead in, the 
technological curve allows Sweden to max­
imize its advantages. To allow that speed, 
Sweden should strive to establish a cell in 
the heart of technological development, the 
Silicon Valley. Dr. Chris C. Demchak ex­
plains, ”military history suggests consist­
ent success comes if one has foreknowledge 
of adversaries actions at a faster speed and 
the larger-scale ability to act disruptively…
the United States and its allies are holding 
their own only in one area – the commercial 
speed of adoption.”26

A couple of years ago, the DoD estab­
lished its own venture capitalist company in 
the ”Valley,” the Defense Innovation Unit 
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– Experimental (DIUx). It was created with 
the sole purpose of accelerating the incorpo­
ration of new technologies and has proven 
itself so well that it is no longer experimental, 
but an established vector for force capacity 
advances.27 Hence, this is the importance of 
getting access to emerging technologies and 
trends as they arise in vibrant commercial 
ITC hubs rather than after they have been 
adopted elsewhere—particularly critical for 
Sweden. The unconventional shortcut sug­
gests that Sweden should establish a fact­
finding liaison and investment cell in Silicon 
Valley, California. The new unit would ac­
celerate the awareness of technological de­
velopment, and directly enhance early per­
ception of future trends and opportunities 
by Swedish officers rotating through the unit, 
all of which would travel home to maximize 
the effectiveness of Sweden’s forces.

Conclusion
This article points to some of the challenges 
the Swedish Armed forces face and gives ex­
amples of three additional approaches that 
could mitigate some of the challenges. This 
project is exceptionally timely. With broad 
support and an increasing budget, the demand 
to invest in the most effective defense for the 
funding available will increase. The armed 
forces must question themselves and their 
activities. Is Sweden doing the right thing or 
doing what the country thinks is right, based 
on its perceptions of history and old think­
ing on defense? Many decisionmakers were 
in the game when Sweden aimed to meet an 
invader with a strong defense. It is easy to 
fall back on those earlier truths instead of 
seeking new ways to counter current and fu­
ture threats. To awaken the debate and move 
it further away from regional politics and 
old truth, three unconventional approaches 
that support historical and comprehensive 

research are suggested. They are not far-
fetched dreams; they are within reach and 
provide a relatively cheap force enhance­
ment. Two of the approaches demand doc­
trinal development; the third aims to drive 
both technological and doctrinal growth. It 
would be appropriate for the special forces 
to spearhead this development.

Learn from the loser, suggests that Sweden, 
rather than getting influenced mainly from 
stories from WWII and U.S. achievements 
in recent years, should learn from how the 
insurgents fought in Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
Lebanon, and how they adopted and decen­
tralized. Enhance knowledge of tactics and 
techniques within the conventional units 
by making Rangers and Special Operations 
Forces share their experience, tactics, and 
procedures. As an example, the USMC is 
divesting all tanks in their Force Design 
2030.28 The AK-47 remains one of the dead­
liest weapons of all in history. Arming on 
a broader scale will likely create an expo­
nential effect.29

Connect the Connected suggests that mod­
ern technology countering mass is done by, 
at least, initiating the discussion of lethal 
drones. Imagine what a small Ranger team 
behind enemy lines could do with a snow­
mobile and a sled with hundreds of killer 
drones. It is for real; as shown by Intel in 
Beijing in 2018, the technical function ex­
ists. The second part of the approach com­
piles a comprehensive database powered by 
an artificial intelligence function, with ma­
chine learning, perhaps an artificial neural 
network, scanning all sources and all agency 
reports, and comparing them to social me­
dia and current news. All of this is to enable 
detection and deliver options for countering 
the Gerasimov doctrine.

Unconventional shortcuts highlight the 
problem of adapting to innovative technol­
ogies and strategies. I suggest Sweden could 



nr 3 juli/september 2021

118

short cut some of the bureaucracy imposed 
on great powers by establishing a Swedish 
version of DIU in the Silicon Valley. Perhaps 
in cooperation with other Swedish agen­
cies, and maybe with parts of the Swedish 
defense industry. It will allow for detecting, 
investing, and adapting to emerging tech­
nologies and strategies at a higher pace or 
faster speed than our competitors due to our 
smallness and short lines of communication 
and decision.

All three approaches are feasible and, with 
the new budgetary consensus, affordable. 
Sweden cannot afford to wait any longer 
to adapt to the new reality and be ready to 
win when challenged.

The author is a major, studying at the Naval 
Postgraduate School in Monterey, California, 
USA. He has a long background in ranger 
and special forces units.
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