
T H E  N O R W E G I A N  A T L A N T I C  C O M I T T E E

Minister, Excellences, Generals, Dear Friends.

Thank you for the opportunity to speak at this year’s 
Army Summit. This is the 5th time I participate at the 
summit, and my 4th year as a speaker. It is always a 
pleasure to be back.

A special “thank you” goes to our host, the new com-
manding general of the Norwegian Army, Major 
General Jakobsen.

During one of my very first weeks on the job in 2009, 
on December 7th, Gen. Jakobsen was a very gener-
ous host at the Army’s base at Rena. During a day of 
interesting briefs and discussions he also introduced 
me to driving a Leopard II main battle tank. That 
was probably the point where I truly realized that I 
had left my former political career in education and 
research policy behind.

The title of this year’s seminar is interesting: “Predict-
ing the unpredictable–how to train and fight the 
unknown?”

At first glance, the subject seems very specific and 
very military-focused.

As the majority in this audience has far better experi-
ence and formal education than me at both training 
for and fighting in armed conflict, in addition to an 
upcoming line of expert speakers, I was a bit uncer-
tain as to what I could add to the conversation.

However, taking a step back, the subject at hand is 
actually very relevant to a broader audience than 
professional soldiers and strategic thinkers. It is inter-
esting not least for politicians.

As elected representatives of a democratic society, 
it is in fact an extremely important question for me 
and my colleagues, civilians who are not in general 
formally schooled in strategic thinking or operational 
and tactical leadership, how we “predict the unpre-
dictable, how we train and fight the unknown”. And 
it is along those lines that I will share some thoughts 
with you this morning.

In a rapidly developing world, where the actors and 
threats are in constant flux, this question is more im-
portant, and more challenging, than ever.

The challenges are known to us all:
As if traditional geopolitics were not enough, add 
to that a host of non-state actors, new technology, 
24 hour news cycles where news and rumors travel 
around the world in seconds; the impact of environ-
mental degradation; resource scarcity and the worst 
economic crisis in 90 years.

The lines between domestic and international 
policies are blurred, if not to say gone. The same is 
more or less true for the once very clear delimitation 
between war and peace. It could be argued that the 
world now exists in a continual state of low-scale 
conflict, not least with the advent of threats such as 
international terrorism and potential cyberattacks 
that have eliminated the option of geographical in-
sulation or isolation.

The picture is complex, to say the least.

Into this cauldron is thrown, at least in most modern 
Western societies, a political leadership elected for 
qualities and with backgrounds and experience quite 
different from what is normally considered ideal for 
leadership in matters of strategy and conflict.
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Taking myself and my colleagues in the Norwegian 
parliament as an example, we are almost all general-
ists. We are expected to have a broad general under-
standing of policy and politics – from kindergartens 
and home care for the elderly, through the income 
system in the municipal sector and agriculture subsi-
dies to foreign and defence policy.

Very few have a military background, very few are 
foreign and security policy experts. And, as an ad-
ditional challenge, most MPs will change committee 
and policy focus every four years.

However, in order for any strategy – and any suc-
cessful defence and security policy – to remain legal 
and legitimate these elected representatives of the 
people must be in full control of the formulation as 
well as the mechanisms for the implementation of 
any such policy.

This is one of the great paradoxes of elective democ-
racy, and though it cannot and should not be any 
other way, it presents a set of clear challenges. And, 
I would believe, quite a few headaches among those 
who consider themselves professionals, both in and 
out of uniform.

The need for solid analyses behind difficult decisions, 
and the skill of dealing with the unknown is of course 
relevant in all aspects of human life, and in all fields 
of policy.

Yet, I would dare to argue, at least before this audi-
ence, that they remain uniquely important within the 
field we are talking about today: Hard security and 
the use of armed force.

This is of course because the consequences of acting 
without the necessary analysis, of not being able to 
handle the unpredictable or fight the unknown are so 
immense when the use of force is involved.

And because the very nature of conflict – the “fog of 
war” – so to say, is in fact uncertainty.

“Not even the best laid plan survives the first encoun-
ter with the enemy”, as you learn very early in your 
profession.

The quote “War is nothing but politics by different 
means” is one of the most used, and abused, state-
ments when it comes to both subjects: politics and 
war.

Its author, Carl Von Clausewitz, could probably not 
have imagined all the ways in which this maxim 
would be twisted by coming generations. However, it 
still touches the very essence of the relation between 
the political-strategic level and the use of armed force. 
And: War without politics is just random bloodshed.

I would argue that Clausewitz’ statement is as true to-
day as when it was written down. Perhaps even more 
so. Modern conflicts have fortunately been different 
from the existential battles and total wars between 
the great powers of the previous century. They are 
fought over limited objectives of a highly political 
nature.

This keeps the two intrinsically interlinked – a fact 
that must be taken into account by both civilian and 
military leaders preparing to meet the unknown.

Within the so-called “normal” theory of leadership in 
war and conflict the politicians should limit their in-
terference to set a political goal, they should grant the 
funding, pick their generals and then leave the rest to 
them – i.e. the professionals.

There is much to be said in favor of that approach. 
However, looking at history, some of the most highly 
regarded, and successful, civilian leaders of democra-
cies waging war were in fact those who most actively 
went outside this “normal” model and got involved on 
a personal level.

Abraham Lincoln masterminded and drove through 
both the political and military strategy for the North’s 
victory in the American Civil War. On several occasions 
in direct opposition to the advice of his generals.

Georges Clemenceau, the great World War I prime 
minister, “the Tiger” of France, is attributed with the 
quote “War is too important to be left to the generals”, 
and he truly lived up to his words.

SECURITY BRIEF



Winston Churchill can serve as a third example, and 
drove his generals to desperation with a continuous 
flood of minutely detailed questions on the running 
of the war. Not only on the strategic level, but down 
to tactical and even technical details. Even so, he is by 
many considered the greatest statesman of the 20th 
century.

The downside to such an approach is of course that 
interest without ability can easily be subverted into 
the pure meddling of a less capable civilian leader-
ship not up to the task at hand.

So, I would argue that in order to fight the unknown 
and meet the unpredictable at the crossroads be-
tween politics, strategy and armed force, there needs 
to be a continuous interaction as well as a clearly es-
tablished cooperation and trust between civilian and 
military leadership.

Not a “War by committee”, but a clear understand-
ing of roles, defined areas of responsibility and the 
need to jointly accept that all potential application of 
military force in its very nature is, and needs to be, a 
political act. Politicians must be actively involved, but 
in the right manner.

This is also a question of effectiveness. I believe that 
in order to work, military force must always be used 
in close conjunction with other instruments of policy 
– on the strategic, operational and tactical levels. This 
is a key lesson from Afghanistan that I believe is rel-
evant almost regardless of context.

Being able to combine politics, finance, military force, 
diplomacy, development–not just across national 
government, but internationally too–will be even 
more important in the future.

Accepting such a joint approach, I would argue, is the 
key to actually being prepared to meet, and to fight, 
the unknowns of a modern conflict.

In such a setting, and given the fact that most of us, 
myself solidly included, cannot claim the capacity 
or strategic vision of a Lincoln or Churchill, how can 
the elected policymaker of today cope in an ever more 
complex world, where events can overthrow the best 

laid plan in the blink of an eye, the need for strategy is 
perhaps greater than ever, and the consequences of 
error are immediate and very visible?

Even more importantly: How can this policymaker, 
most likely a generalist and full-time politician, in a 
peaceful, prosperous democracy, prepare him- or her-
self for the job of deciding if and how to apply military 
force?

To send troops into harm’s way – soldiers who poten-
tially, as well as actually, risk their own lives and risk 
taking the lives of others to implement a policy deci-
sion we have made?

That is a question I believe every policymaker should 
have reflected upon before actually seeking political 
influence

Some of the steps are very practical and quite obvious:

■■ Know the context: Keep up to date on interna-
tional affairs, history, geography, technology etc.

■■ Know the organization in question, its structure 
and equipment. Its traditions and values. Even 
more importantly: Know the people manning it 
and listen to them! For a civilian with no military 
background, this can quite daunting in itself.

■■ Know the mission. Have a strategy and imple-
ment it, but be adaptable to changing facts on 
the ground. Define a clear end-state and criteria 
for success. This is challenging, but extremely im-
portant, not the least in today’s complex conflicts.

■■ Communicate wisely with your electorate as to 
the reasons and thinking behind your actions. 
This is a valuable but hard earned experience 
from Afghanistan in most Western countries: You 
lose legitimacy and support when your rationale 
changes every second year.

■■ Train for it. I am a strong believer in training and 
exercises – also for political decision makers. 
Should be compulsory.

■■ Acknowledge what you don’t know.



These should of course be quite self-evident expecta-
tions for any political leader deserving of the public’s 
and the professional soldiers’ trust.

However, I personally believe that the key to truly 
being prepared lies deeper. It lies in the individual’s 
moral and even philosophical responsibility to under-
stand and acknowledge the unique nature of military 
force and its uses, and even more importantly, its 
limits, as a policy tool. More than anything, this un-
derstanding needs to be internalized by those put in 
a position where they might in fact be asked to use it.

For a policymaker far removed from the theater of ac-
tion and any events on the ground, and perhaps fully 
focused on domestic affairs or even reelection, actu-
ally taking the time and effort to think through the 
potential consequences, the pros and cons of force 

over other instruments of policy needs to be done 
before the fact, not after.

Accepting that any use of military force will in fact 
have human, as well as political ramifications, needs 
to be at the core of that thought process for all of us.

So to sum up by going back to the initial question: 
“How to predict the unpredictable, how to train and 
fight the unknown?” I believe that the answer for all 
of us lies on several levels. But for policymakers and 
elected politicians, the very conscious moral and 
mental acknowledgement of the very nature of force 
and the implications of its use remain by far the most 
important.

Thank you.
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