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ABSTRACT

This article is a review and its main purpose is to show the evolution of the idea 
of neutrality as well as its contemporary understanding in selected cases . at 
the present time traditional neutrality seems to be an anachronism, and its 
contemporary forms are an expression of the adaptation of states to changing 
international conditions . The evolution of the concept began with neutral-
ity abandoning its economic dimension and then reducing its military one . 
The distinction between war and conflict in the un’s sense gave the neutral 
state the opportunity to participate in armed intervention, which in reality 
meant shifting from neutrality towards non-alliance . for example, sweden is 
playing a specific political game to gain benefits from neutrality .
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Introduction

dynamic changes in the post-Cold War international milieu, new security chal-
lenges and no clear criteria for the contemporary understanding of neutrality 
suggest various developments in the concept . states accepted to be neutral de 
jure while those neutral de facto shape elements of their neutrality independently, 
adjusting them to contemporary security challenges . as a consequence, they cre-
ate their own ‘models’ of neutrality which are accepted (or not) by other states .

The present paper is a review, and its main aim is to show the evolution of 
the idea of state neutrality and its contemporary incarnations, while referring to 
the practice of selected countries, primarily sweden . The paper constitutes an at-
tempt at addressing some research questions: how did the concept of neutrality 
evolve from the traditional to the contemporary one? What factors had an effect 
on this evolution in the second half of the 20 th century, and what factors influ-
ence it at present? Moreover, presenting the phenomenon of swedish neutrality 
requires asking further questions: is the current post-neutrality/non-alliance of 
sweden permanent?; can contemporary security challenges entice this state to 
abandon its idea of neutrality?

1. Terminological issues

neutrality (from latin neuter – indifferent, none of two) denotes an impartial 
attitude of a state towards an ongoing military conflict and a status embraced by 
a state faced with war . The main characteristic of this attitude is refraining from 
warfare, and its main aim is to ensure the neutral state’s territorial integrity, 
survival and development . it needs emphasizing that neutrality has primarily 
a peacemaking function, as it is one of the ways to maintain security .

The idea of neutrality appeared in antiquity when the Greek polis, which 
lived off trade, adopted an impartial position towards ongoing wars . They did 
this because they believed that nothing was as harmful to trade as war . The idea 
of neutrality is closely related to the problem of war . since fighting began there 
have been individuals and groups who have striven to avoid participating in 
war . it needs to be added that a neutral attitude, however, has brought about 
animosity in the warring factions who have demanded the neutral state support 
one or other of them . interactions between a warring faction and a neutral one, 
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were based on shared interests and a mutual understanding of rights and du-
ties . sometimes this assumed the form of an agreement written down between 
the warring and the neutral party (Karsh, 1988, pp . 11–19) . neutrality is thus 
an attitude and a status which is to protect the state and make it possible to 
keep out of ongoing wars, which in consequence brings particular benefits, for 
instance trade-related .

The 19th century witnessed the first attempts at regulating the status of a neu-
tral state during both war and peace . They concerned the swiss Confederation, 
and were passed during the Congress of vienna . on 20 March 1815, a declara-
tion accepting switzerland’s neutrality was announced and it could not take part 
in any war, apart from a defensive war . it, however, could have its own army, 
lead appropriate defensive preparations and, if necessary, use force to defend its 
neutrality . focus on the military aspects of the idea of neutrality can be termed 
as military neutrality or armed neutrality .

These considerations show that neutrality does not automatically mean de-
militarization and prohibiting the maintenance of an army . yet such a situation 
can sometimes occur, as can be seen in the cases of liechtenstein and Costa 
rica . a neutral state should not undertake any obligations which would lead it 
into war, yet like every other country it enjoys total freedom within boundaries 
of accepted international legal obligations . it can use its right to self-defense . 
With its defensive potential it can deter and discourage a potential belligerent 
from infringing its neutrality .

a state declares neutrality, yet it is equally significant that other states ac-
cept it . such an acceptance is a one-sided act in which a given state or group 
of states (individual or collective) announce or silently admit that they accept 
a given state of affairs (neutrality), with all the ensuing consequences . Thus, for 
the international legal obligations to be effective, it is essential for other states 
to accept the neutral status . The wider the range of acceptance (expressed via 
the number of states and their importance in the international arena), the easier 
it is to implement the neutrality policy announced .

from the formal perspective, the kinds of neutrality most often distinguished 
are temporary or permanent . temporary neutrality, also called war neutrality 
(in case of war, during war, for the time being), determines how the state acts in 
a war . This is an obligation on the state not to get engaged in a current conflict, 
nor to support any of the sides, and to treat them all equally . in other words, it is 
an idea of military neutrality . due to circumstances, the neutral state can aban-
don its neutrality and, for instance, actively enter the conflict . such a situation 
occurred in the case of the usa, which at the beginning of each of the world wars 
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in the 20th century announced its neutrality (in august 1914 and in september 
1939), yet later abandoned it (respectively, in april 1917 and in december 1941) .

permanent neutrality (constant, eternal, neutrality during peace) defines 
a situation in which a state obliges itself never to participate in any war between 
other states, never to make any commitments which could push it into war, 
never to agree to host military bases and foreign armies on its territory, as well 
as not to allow such armies to march through its territory (or by air or water) . 
it needs emphasizing that international law does not unanimously solve the is-
sue of establishing the rules of permanent neutrality . The basic condition of its 
international legal effectiveness is acceptance . Examples of such states currently 
include switzerland (since 1815), the vatican (since 1929) and austria (since 
1955) . it should be added that some states unilaterally announced permanent 
neutrality, developed from their own unique models, which are, however, not ac-
cepted by everyone . This group includes Costa rica (since 1983), Moldova (since 
1994) and turkmenistan (since 1995) . This last situation is unusual as russian 
troops are stationed on its territory .

states can also be distinguished which lead to a politics of neutrality which 
is stable and peace-oriented . The concept of neutrality constitutes the founda-
tion, determiner and main assumption of their foreign and security policies . 
They treat neutrality as a rule which expresses their will, not only a duty which 
results from international or national regulations . it can be assumed that these 
states are in fact neutral and accepted as such by other states, although there 
are no international legal acts which would sanction this situation . taking into 
consideration their specificity, this group includes sweden, finland and ireland . 
additionally, sometimes it is said to encompass the so-called microstates, that 
is small independent states which maintain special relationships with their 
protector state . They do not have their own armies which is why the protec-
tor state obliges itself to defend the microstate . These include Monaco (and its 
relationship with france), san Marino (and italy), andorra (protected by spain 
and france) and liechtenstein (and switzerland) .

2. Neutrality in the contemporary international order

after World War ii, neutral states faced a fundamental dilemma: did membership 
in the common international security system, established as part of the united 
nations, violate their neutrality? The issue concerned mainly the consequences 
of such membership, for instance the need to participate in sanctions established 
by the united nations security Council .
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This dilemma was first solved by sweden, which accepted the superiority of 
un decisions over its neutrality, and became a full member of this organization 
in 1946 . sweden however revised its approach to neutrality, deciding to separate 
its military and economic spheres . as a consequence, its membership of the un 
allowed sweden to participate in non-military sanctions imposed by the unsC 
on states which break international law . sweden combined neutrality with 
an active role on the international stage, for instance through its contribution to 
disarmament processes, conciliation or good offices missions . This resulted from 
the concept of so-called security through cooperation (cooperative security) as 
a way to ensure international security . sweden treats the un as one of the pillars 
of establishing and maintaining peace in the world . a similar position was later 
embraced by austria and finland, on becoming members of the un in 1955 . 
When it comes to switzerland, after the referendum of March 2002, in which 
54 .6% of the swiss voiced their support for joining the un, it did so in september 
of the same year . in its statement of un membership, was written: “switzerland 
is a neutral state whose status is based on international law . Even as a member of 
the un, switzerland remains neu tral” (dpps, n .d ., p . 9) .

The fundamental transformations in the 1990s related to the end of the Cold 
War and the collapse of the bipolar system of international relationships consti-
tuted another challenge to the concept of neutrality . its traditional understand-
ing, shaped on the basis of swiss tradition and some hague Conventions, did not 
correspond to the international reality of the late 20th century . in the debate then 
one could even hear voices undermining the sense of the institution of neutral-
ity in post-Cold War international reality (Joenniemi, 1993, pp . 289–304) . in 
the case of neutral states in Europe there was an additional challenge through 
deepening integration processes . for many years the dominant approach was 
that neutrality and economic integration were mutually exclusive . Concurrently, 
awareness has increased that remaining outside the main current of integration 
processes posed a threat of economic isolation which might thwart development 
and weaken the position of such a state . as a result sweden excluded economic 
matters from the sphere of neutrality . in 1995 sweden, finland and austria 
joined the European union . rejecting the principles of economic neutrality in 
fact meant reducing the status of a neutral state to military obligations .

neutral states also gradually changed their attitude towards war and military 
conflicts . This was a consequence of, among others, a new perception of the im-
portance of military power, now more commonly treated as a means of ensuring 
security . Military forces started to be a tool in realizing “peacemaking func-
tions,” useful when human rights needed defending or international terrorism 
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had to be opposed . prioritizing human rights over the state’s sovereignty and not 
interfering in its internal affairs made way in international law for the institution 
of humanitarian intervention .

Moreover, military conflicts have also changed with regard to their character . 
over the years there have been fewer and fewer “classical” wars than in the 19th 
century when the concept of neutrality developed . traditional wars became 
replaced with “inner conflicts” and quasi-wars, while military conflicts acquired 
new features . among them, the multiplicity and variety of their origins, the ease 
of entering the phase of armed conflict, difficulties identifying sides in the con-
flict, the complicated system of power involved, non-compliance with the legal 
conventions of war, the generation of uncontrolled mass movements of people 
etc ., can be enumerated . new threats also determined the new situation, among 
them terrorism and cyberterrorism, international organized crime and hybrid 
wars . Employing armed forces with international consequences ceased to be 
the domain of states, and non-state bodies have become participants of inter-
national relationships . Thus a traditional state-centered approach to modern 
international security has been abandoned .

in this context, it is essential to answer the question: can obligations resulting 
from membership in the un or the Eu result in actions conflicting with the idea 
of neutrality? to put it bluntly, can activities such as participation in military 
sanctions imposed by the un or the Eu be reconciled with the idea of neutrality?

a position perceiving every conflict as a war was rejected and this meant that 
a possibility of a neutral state participating in a military conflict was admitted, 
which in turn meant a shift in understanding from neutrality towards non-
alliance . Being a part of the un system of states and regional systems (such as 
the Eu) could be reconciled with the obligations of a neutral state . Thus, a gap 
was filled between a wish to actively participate in international affairs, includ-
ing being a part of common security systems, and a wish to remain unengaged, 
keep a distance, or even remain isolated, which naturally stems from the idea of 
neutrality (for more, see Karsh, 1988, pp . 104–129) .

3. The breakdown of Sweden’s policy of neutrality

The main factor which encouraged sweden to embrace the idea of neutrality was 
its historical experience . The politics of avoiding conflicts and not participating 
in WWi and WWii brought sweden considerable economic benefits and de-
velopment . This was additionally facilitated by its geographical location which 
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made it a peripheral state, distanced from wars waged on the continent (for 
more, see: Malmborg, 2001, pp . 110–147; Kobierecka, 2016, pp . 142 –146) .

swedish so-called military neutrality is based on the combination of the rule 
of no military engagement and the maintenance of a strong army with an effec-
tive system of conscription and training as deterrents . The country is relatively 
self-reliant when it comes to producing weaponry, as only 20–30% of its army’s 
equipment is imported (popławski, 2013, p . 71) . sweden is also a major exporter 
of armed equipment . although in the recent years its share in arms exports has 
dropped (from 2% to 1%), this is mainly an effect of other countries increasing 
their production . Considering arms export per capita, sweden is one of the top 
countries and among the buyers, for instance in 2017, were norway, the usa, 
Japan and latvia (statista, 2019; Wezeman, fleurant, Kuimova, tian & Weze-
man, 2018) . sweden was the 15th largest arms exporter in 2014–18, having been 
the 7 th largest in 1999–2003 (Wezeman et al ., 2019, p . 7) .

during the Cold War, expenses on defense constituted 3–4% of swedish 
Gdp, the army had 75–100,000 soldiers, and military service was compulsory, 
while the number of trained reservists reached 750,000, that is 10% of the popu-
lation . When the Cold War came to an end and it seemed that the post-Cold 
War international order was stable, sweden’s defense expenses were gradually 
reduced, in 1989 to 2 .5% Gdp, in 2000 to 1 .9%, and in 2015 to 1 .1% . Because of 
budget cuts, a number of barracks (e .g . on the strategically located Gotland), 
airfields and weaponry depots were closed . in 2010, the current army was re-
placed with a professional army which was reduced to 13–15,000 soldiers, with 
about 200,000 reservists and over 20,000 territorial soldiers (popławski, 2013, 
pp . 132–133; sobczyk, 2015, pp . 45, 50–51) .

in line with the collapse of the bipolar world order, sweden, in fear of 
excessive political isolation, increased its activity on the international stage 
in the structures of the un, Eu, osCE, and also nato . in 1994, as the first 
neutral state, it joined the partnership for peace program; it also participates in 
the Euro-atlantic partnership Council established in 1997 . sweden is an active 
participant of international cooperation for ensuring security, and among other 
actions sending its military forces on various missions . for instance, in 2003, 
executing the un mandate, swedish troops participated in the Eu military 
operation “artemis” in the democratic republic of Congo . since 2003, sweden 
has been sending its troops to afghanistan as part of the international security 
assistance force, and in 2011 Jas Gripen aeroplanes took part in the nato op-
eration “unified protector” in libya (nato, 2013). it is worth noting that swe-
den established rapid reaction forces, as well as the nordic defense Cooperation 
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(nordEfCo) whose aim is to increase the defense potential of denmark, fin-
land, iceland, norway and sweden . This cooperation was confirmed in practice 
by establishing the nordic Battlegroup whose core includes about 1000 swedish 
soldiers . at present, swedish forces serve in over 20 countries with more than 
400 soldiers are on duty (swedish armed forces, 2017) . in 2019 more than 300 
swedish soldiers (experts, officials, police etc .) are deployed on united nations 
peacekeeping operations . swedish peacekeepers are deployed on nine missions 
(united nations peacekeeping, n .d .) .

in 2002, the swedish government made a historic decision and removed 
the reference to neutrality from its security policy, replacing it with non-alliance 
(remaining outside any military alliances) coupled with its increased defense po-
tential and active international cooperation . a further modification of swedish 
policy was brought about by an increasing security deficit caused, among other 
factors, by a cyberattack on Estonia in 2007, war between russian and Georgia 
in 2008, progressing militarization of the arctic and numerous provocations 
on the part of russia (e .g . a simulated attack of strategic bombers tu-22M on 
stockholm in 2013, simulated landing operation on Gotland in 2015, and sub-
marine maneuvers near stockholm in 2017 and 2018) . russia perceives sweden 
as an integral part of the West and an informal part of nato, with which swe-
den has unofficially been cooperating for years . The tradition of this cooperation 
goes back to the Cold War, when as part of the “nordic Balance” sweden tried to 
play the role of a key moderator in Cold War confrontation in the Baltic region . 
according to some scholars, such undertakings proved that sweden’s neutrality 
then was in fact an illusion, as the state was acting as an unofficial member of 
the treaty organization (Bjereld & Ekengren, 2004, pp . 143–154) .

The swedes are aware that their resort to neutrality will not be respected by 
russia if a conflict in northern Europe occurs, although sweden formally has 
non-alliance status and is not a member of nato (Bildt, 2018) . on the other 
hand, from the perspective of the usa and its allies, sweden (just like finland) 
is an extension of the northern flank of nato . increased american military 
presence in this region is to be a signal for russia that any attempts to use 
the swedish and finnish territory in belligerent acts in the nordic-Baltic region 
will meet with an american response (Gotkowska & szymański, 2016) . possible 
membership of sweden in nato in the future would be a defeat for russian 
foreign policy, as on a number of occasions Moscow has tried to stop the nordic 
expansion of nato and sees the extending of the organization in this region as 
a threat to its vital interests . at the same time, this might be an argument against 
admitting sweden to nato, as its membership might lead to an unpredictable 
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reaction from russia . sweden fears that its membership of nato might have 
negative consequences (from russia’s side) for neighboring finland (Chaney, 
2017, p . 38) . from Moscow’s perspective, stockholm and helsinki might be per-
ceived as nato’s allies who do not have any guarantee of collective defense or 
use of the military deterrents, guaranteed in article 5 of the Washington treaty 
(Chaney, 2017, pp . 53, 63) .

another event that led to a considerable change in swedish policy was rus-
sian military intervention in ukraine and the forceful takeover of the Crimea 
in 2014 . This event undermined the foundations of European security . accord-
ing to A Global Strategy for the European Unioǹ s Foreign and Security Policy: 
“however, peace and stability in Europe are no longer a given . russia’s violation 
of international law and the destabilisation of ukraine, on top of protracted con-
flicts in the wider Black sea region, have challenged the European security order 
at its core” (EEas, 2016, p . 33) . This event also undermined the foundations of 
swedish security policy as conducted thus far . The latter assumed that there was 
no threat to the country from a conventional military conflict . as a consequence, 
sweden supported implementing sanctions against russia and is still strongly 
in favor of maintaining them . in 2015, the swedish parliament passed Defense 
strategy in 2016–2020, which assumed that expenses for defense would gradually 
increase by 2 .2% annually, and that cooperation with scandinavian countries 
(especially finland), other Baltic countries and the Eu, nato, osCE and un 
would develop . The document emphasized the need to manage security region-
ally, to increase military investments, actively support cybernetic security and 
re-install regular military troops on Gotland . it was emphasized that a change in 
the approach towards sweden’s security resulted from the worsening situation in 
Europe, its complexity and unpredictability . it was remarked that a direct rus-
sian attack on sweden was not likely, yet considering russia’s aggressive policy it 
could not be ruled out (Government offices of sweden, 2015) .

on the one hand, sweden limited its understanding of neutrality to mili-
tary non-participation in defense treaties; on the other hand, it strengthened 
its cooperation with nato . at present it is confirmed that the participation by 
swedish troops in multilateral military exercises in the Baltic region:  Baltops 
(2013–2018), saber strike, Baltic region training Event (BrtE), nordic arctic 
Challenge and Cold response; will be included . sweden’s armed forces are today 
designed to fit into a nato-led operational framework . all forms of co-opera-
tion, schooling and training are involved (huldt, 2003, p . 50; nato, 2013) . swe-
den has also been building its security at a regional scale . for instance, in 2015 it 
signed a new agreement about permanent cooperation with finland, assuming, 
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among other elements, common exercises of all kinds of military force, partici-
pation in peacemaking operations, common research projects and common or-
ders of armament and military equipment .

in 2017, the European Centre of Excellence for Countering hybrid Threats 
(hybrid CoE) in helsinki was founded which brings together twelve countries 
(including sweden) which cooperate to ensure cybernetic defense . its analyses 
concern a comprehensive description of hybrid threats (military and non-
military aspects, disinformation actions, defense of critical infrastructure, cy-
bernetic threats), the identification of spheres of social and economic life which 
are prone to the effects of such threats, looking for ways of increasing the resil-
ience of participants to cyber-attacks (hybrid CoE, 2017) . in 2017, the greatest 
military exercises to be held in sweden in years were organized under the name 
 Aurora 17 . particular kinds of military forces were trained in how to cooperate, 
for instance, in defending the coast and the capital city (in the region of stock-
holm and Gotland), conflict on the sea and (most notably) accepting military 
help from third parties . The exercises brought together about 2000 foreign 
soldiers, including 1300 from the usa (swedish armed forces, n .d .) . addition-
ally, after an eight-year break compulsory military service returned in sweden 
in 2018 for both men and women .

one swedish strategic aim is to strengthen cooperation within the Eu, includ-
ing the development of external ability of crisis management of the Eu (Czarny, 
2018, pp . 133–137) . sweden is also participating in the permanent structural 
Cooperation (pEsCo), established in 2017, which is part of the European union 
(Eu) security and defense policy (Eda, n .d) . The swedish minister of foreign 
affairs Margot Wallström, in her address in parliament in february 2019, said: 
“sweden’s security begins in Europe . Eu cooperation gives us peace, stability 
and growth (…) . in a changing world, our task is to pursue a foreign policy that 
creates security in sweden and around us . to do this, foreign policy (…) will 
have three priorities: the promotion of democracy, shared responsibility for 
peace and security, and active diplomacy” (swedish Ministry for foreign affairs, 
2019) . another swedish aim is to maintain american engagement in the secu-
rity of this part of Europe . intensifying cooperation with the usa is treated as 
an alternative to full nato membership . such a ‘pro-american non-alliance’ 
(Gotkowska & szymański, 2016) has become a special challenge since donald 
trump has been elected president of the usa . his statements at the beginning of 
his term confirmed that he was not particularly keen on the usa defending Eu-
rope (pace & lemire, 2017) . as a consequence, sweden and finland have decided 
to ensure their security not only through cooperation with the usa but also 
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with other members states of nato . it is worth emphasizing that there has been 
long-lasting cooperation (started during the Cold War) between sweden and 
Great Britain . for the latter, the northern flank of nato is of key importance for 
defending Great Britain against a potential attack from the east (Czarny, 2017, 
pp . 143–144) . in this context, the uK leaving the Eu (Brexit) will limit possible 
British military assistance for sweden to only acting through nato, which 
might be treated as an argument for its membership of the treaty organization 
(Chaney, 2017, pp . 53–54) .

Conclusion

The ever-changing international milieu has an influence on the flexibility of 
neutral states and the adaptive steps they take . such states develop their own 
solutions, shaping customary norms . as a consequence, the traditional formal 
division into temporary and permanent neutrality as well as a neutral policy 
loses its significance . as observed by dariusz popławski, a polish scholar special-
izing in this problem, discussing permanent neutrality as an international legal 
status in the 21st century is in fact only historical . This is because at present we 
are witnessing a shift in contemporary neutrality from the legal to the political . 
The core of neutrality does not consist in isolation but in taking action in order 
to maintain peace and international security (popławski, 2013, p . 22) . Currently, 
neutrality as traditionally understood is a relic of the past, and the creation of 
new “models” is a result of states adapting to the changing situation related to 
security .

This is confirmed by the swedish case, as for years the country has been 
conducting a specific political game in order to benefit from its status . it should 
be remembered that the evolution of sweden’s neutrality was primarily based 
on abandoning economic neutrality, then on modifying the military aspect, to 
finally transform itself into active non-alliance . in joining the Eu sweden has 
in some way entered a political alliance which includes elements of common 
military action, and the further development of European defense abilities will 
deform the idea of swedish non-alliance .

Combating contemporary threats, such as international terrorism, hybrid 
wars or cybernetic attacks, requires states to cooperate and show solidarity and 
this constitutes a challenge for the non-allied as such circumstances encourage 
states to look for support from stronger allies, anchoring themselves in structures 
that may guarantee security . This is manifested in stronger cooperation between 
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sweden (and also finland and austria) with nato, and its possible member-
ship, issues which have been discussed for years (for more see: trossmark, 2018) .

despite a long tradition of neutrality, treated as an element of swedish na-
tional identity, as subsequent threats and challenges for security have appeared, 
social support for sweden joining nato has been on the increase: in 2012 it was 
17%, in 2013 – 29% (sobczyk, 2015, p . 59), while in 2015 – 41% (Gummesson, 
2015)) . This support has remained at a similar level for several years; in 2019 it 
was 42% (Kaljurand, 2019) . as might be suspected, if russia triggers a crisis in 
the Baltic region which will directly threaten sweden, the latter will naturally 
look for protection granted by nato . Because of its engagement in coopera-
tion with the treaty organization, sweden seems to be expecting reciprocity in 
case of security problems . Thus, it is worth asking the question: is sweden’s 
formal membership of nato indispensable for the organization (and especially 
the usa) to react favorably with regard to sweden’s interests? if the answer is 
“no,” the swedes, out of pragmatism, will probably still maintain their formal, 
specific policy of neutrality, which however is illusionary in many aspects .
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