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Abstract 

Strategic culture has become a concept of significant debate within security studies 
over the last decade. It represents an attempt to integrate cultural influences about 
how actors within the international system made decisions regarding the use of 
force. Learning more about how and why actors use force in the system is an 
important topic to which strategic culture may provide some answers but the process 
of applying it is difficult. This article examines some of the trends in the work on 
strategic culture including definitional and methodological and proposes some 
approaches that may make the concept more accessible for researchers within the 
field. 
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The application of culture, values, and norms to the study of 
different dimensions of international relations has advanced significantly 
over the past 20 years.  The importance of the cultural lens for viewing the 
world through has become one of the primary challenges to the realist 
approach to international relations and has become a particular challenger 
within the field of security studies.  Since the publishing of Katzenstein’s 
(1996) volume on the application of cultural elements to security studies, 
more scholars are using culture to either explain or  help refine explanations 
about the role of violence, force, and security within the world. 

This study looks at one particular element of the cultural approach to 
examining security, the role of strategic culture and its potential explanatory 
power for how states approach the use of force along with when and how 
they will employ force to address issues within the system. Like most 
cultural approaches, strategic culture has moved through several ebbs and 
tides to this current golden age of cultural studies. Originally created by Jack 
Snyder in a 1977 Rand report “The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for 
Limited Nuclear Options,” where he argued that within the Soviet Union 
“individuals are socialized into a distinctly Soviet mode of strategic 
thinking” (Snyder 1977, v). this idea that each state may in fact create 
unique strategic cultures through which policy makers view the world has 
created a significant literature within the field of security studies. It is hoped 
that strategic culture can provide analysts with a more effective way of 
understanding why states choose the actions they do or resort to the choice 
of using force within the system. 

While the promise of strategic culture has been articulated by 
numerous authors,1 the fact remains that strategic culture is a difficult 
concept to effectively apply. The 30+ years of work developing strategic 
culture has yielded neither a standard definition nor a common 
methodological approach to using strategic culture. The approach 
                                                            
1 Some of the major writings on strategic culture include: Berger, Thomas, Cultures of 
Antimilitarism: National Security of Germany and Japan. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1998). Booth, Ken, and Russell Trood (eds.) Strategic Cultures in the 
Asia-Pacific Region (Macmillan, 1999).  Gray, Colin, Modern Strategy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999). Gray, Colin, “Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation 
of Theory Strikes Back,” Review of International Studies 25 (1): 49-69 (1999). Gray, 
Colin, “Out of the Wilderness: Prime Time for Strategic Culture,” Comparative Strategy 
26 (1): 1-20 (2007). Johnston, Alistair, Cultural Realism, Strategic Culture, and Grand 
Strategy in Chinese History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). Johnston, 
Alistair, “Thinking about Strategic Culture,” International Security 19 (4): 32-64 (1995). 
Lantis, Jeffrey, “Strategic Culture: From Clausewitz to Constructivism,” Strategic 
Insights 4 (10) (2005). 

- 58 -

Risk, Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy, Vol. 1 [2010], Iss. 1, Art. 5

http://www.psocommons.org/rhcpp/vol1/iss1/art5
DOI: 10.2202/1944-4079.1020



undertaken here is to provide some clarity to the definition of strategic 
culture and a framework for its future application. Finally, extensions for the 
use of strategic culture will be advanced beyond the nation-state, including 
its application to nongovernmental organizations and supranational 
organizations.      

This paper works through an overview of strategic culture to provide 
an understanding of the concept and its importance to the field of security 
studies. The first section is on the definitional issues surrounding strategic 
culture; this as with most concepts is a contentious issue that has provided 
the background for its development. Next I focus on methodological issues 
including strategic culture’s role as an independent variable and its potential 
impact on the dependent variable, which would be the decision to use force 
within the international system and how force is used. Third, the paper 
begins to focus on how to approach the study of strategic culture using the 
case study process. It provides illustrations to how different types of an 
actor’s strategic culture, beyond the nation-state, could be addressed, 
including terror groups and supranational actors. Finally, I propose a series 
of steps that can be used to examine an actor and pull out the unique 
elements that create strategic culture.  

Strategic Culture Defined 

When reading much of the literature on strategic culture, two elements 
immediately become clear: there is no definitional clarity and there are three 
generations of strategic culture scholars who have approached the concept 
differently.2 The debate over the development of strategic culture has largely 
been shaped by Colin Gray (1999a, b 2007) and Alastair Iain Johnston 
(1995a, b) and their approaches to the concept.   Johnston (1995a) has 
argued that there are three generations of strategic culture, which each 
approach the concept in different ways. According to Johnston, the biggest 
difference between the first and third generations is the inability or 
unwillingness of the original generation, characterized by Gray, to use the 
concept in a testable form. Johnston contends that it is necessary to position 

2 The literature on strategic culture has expanded significantly over the last decade. 
For an overview on the three generations, see Johnston, Alistair, Cultural Realism, 
Strategic Culture, and Grand Strategy in Chinese History (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1995). Zaman, Rashed Uz, “Strategic Culture: A Cultural 
Understanding of War,” Comparative Strategy 28: 68-88 (2009).
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strategic culture as an independent or intervening variable that has an impact 
on the outcome, the decision to use force, instead of allowing culture to 
affect both the decision and also the outcome as Gray does. Gray (1999b) 
argues that Johnston is incorrect in separating culture only onto the 
independent or intervening variable side of the equation; culture is a broad 
concept and influences both the inputs and the outcomes of any decision that 
is made by elites.     These differing views of strategic culture illustrate the 
numerous difficulties that analysts have approaching the concept. 

As with most concepts in international relations no common 
definition has yet been reached, nor will it for some time to come.   Strategic 
culture is an amalgam of strategy or strategic thought and culture. (Johnson 
et al. 2009, 8–9)    Culture may be one of the more difficult terms to fully 
define. In combining these two ideas into one concept, the benefits and 
drawbacks of each of its root elements will come into play. Strategy’s 
definition has been debated for decades if not centuries and tends to focus on 
the means that an actor uses to achieve some end; traditionally strategic 
thought has focused on military matters. The more problematic root term, of 
strategic culture, is that of culture; within the academy this term still does 
not have one common definition. However, the ideas illustrated by culture 
have become extremely important, especially to those who use a cultural 
lens to approach the study of international relations. Culture deals with 
norms and values of a society or actor and, according to a significant amount 
of research, affects how human activity occurs. 

 
Culture or cultures comprise the persisting socially 
transmitted ideas, attitudes, traditions, habits of mind, and 
preferred methods of operation that are more or less specific 
to a particular geographically based security community that 
has had a unique historical experience (Gray 1999a, 131). 
culture consists of shared decision rules, recipes, standard 
operating procedures, and decision routines that impose a 
degree of order on individual group conceptions and their 
relationship to their environment be it social, organizational, 
or behavioral (Johnston 1995a, 35).  

Culture is a historically transmitted pattern of 
meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited 
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which 
men communicate, perpetuate and develop their knowledge 
about and attitudes towards life (Geertz 1973, 89).  
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In trying to apply culture to understanding the actions of states in 
terms of security choices, writers on strategic culture have argued that it has 
different impacts.   Johnston (1995a) argues that culture must be used in 
such a way as to become an influencing variable, either independent or 
intervening, and it affects the outcome of the different decision makers.  In 
contrast, Gray (2007)  has continually advocated that trying to reduce culture 
to an independent variable means that it loses much of its importance 
because culture not only affects the inputs of decision making, it also 
influences the outcomes as it exists in the entire environment in which 
decisions are made.  Lantis (2002) has argued that trying to define culture as 
only an independent variable is problematic and may border on creating a 
tautology.      

Berger (1998) holds that cultural beliefs form a national lens that 
influences how society perceives actions and events. For Martinsen (2003, 3) 
“cultures are not entities that can be readily identified as catalysts for 
behavior but should rather be seen as preconditions under which preference 
and behavior occur.” Meyer (2005) argues that using culture as an 
independent variable is limited in that  

actors do not start with a blank sheet when they are faced 
with a problem or opportunity to act but draw on pre-
existing and usually stable schemata, beliefs, and ideas 
about the external world and deeply ingrained norms about 
appropriate behavior (Checkel 2000; Olsen 2000.) They 
cannot extract themselves and their potential utilitarian 
considerations from the cultural and social context in which 
they are embedded and their actions will always reflect 
(Meyer 2005, p. 527).  

As can be seen from this very brief overview regarding the role of culture for 
influencing events, there is no agreement.  However, the concept of strategic 
culture is built on the idea that culture matters, which is going to affect how 
precisely it can be defined.    

There are a large number of definitions that have been advocated to 
define/explain strategic culture. Given the space limitations, all of the 
different definitions cannot be addressed. However, several important 
elements will be addressed; these must be dealt with when trying to apply 
strategic culture. At its heart strategic culture addresses the views of an actor 
towards the use of military force; it examines the values and ideas of a 
society and provides a means of influencing the decisions of when and how 
to deploy force within the system and how to use force. Strategic culture can 
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at times restrict or limit the choices about when or how to use force that is 
available to decision makers. Another influence that is a part of strategic 
culture is history.   Meyer (2005, 2006), Johnston (1995a), and Gray (1999, 
2007) all argue that a state’s historic development is an important 
component of an actor’s strategic culture. Lantis (2002b, 2005) further 
refines the historical connection by arguing that elites within the 
organization will be affected by historical narratives that exist and will 
therefore take those into account when making decisions. Lord (1985) also 
includes the military culture within the country, its civil military relations, 
and weaponry. An additional element that many authors have argued matters 
for strategic culture is the state’s geopolitical position within the world (Lord 
1985). A state’s geopolitical position will have created certain historical 
influences as well as defined the primary threats that an actor will have to 
address when creating policy about the use of military forces within the 
international system.  
 Strategic culture as originally defined focused on history, ideology, 
high politics, organizational interests, and geography. According to Snyder, 
“strategic culture can be defined as the sum total of ideas, conditioned 
emotional responses, and patterns of habitual behavior that members of a 
national strategic community have acquired through instruction or imitation 
and share with each other with regard to nuclear strategy” (Snyder 1977, 8). 
These elements come together to create an influence on how decision 
makers deal with strategic or technological changes in the system. Snyder’s 
formulation of strategic culture casts the concept as an independent variable 
that affects the dependent variable, how the Soviets in this case viewed the 
use of force. It served as an input into the process affecting the outcome 
about views on the use of force.  
 Gray defines, “Strategic culture is a shorthand expression to denote 
the emotional and attitudinal environment within which the defense 
community operates” (1999, 138). Cornish and Edwards (2001) argue that 
strategic culture is an “institutional confidence and processes to manage and 
deploy military forces as part of the accepted range of legitimate and 
effective policy instruments” (2001, 587). The unique element of the 
Cornish and Edwards definition is that it adds an institutional element that 
previous definitions had lacked. One of the major issues with strategic 
culture, as will be addressed later, is where strategic culture is held. The 
Cornish and Edwards definition allows for the inclusion of strategic culture 
within the institutional memory of institutions, which would then socialize 
future policy-making elites. Meyer defines strategic culture as “Comprising 
the socially transmitted identity derived norms, ideas, and patterns of 
behavior that are shared among a broad majority of actors and social groups 
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within a given security community which helps to shape a ranked set of 
options for a communities pursuit of security and defense goals” (Meyer 
2005, 528). 

Johnston (1995a) defines it as “an integrated system of 
symbols…which acts to establish pervasive and long lasting grand strategic 
preferences by formulating concepts of the role and efficacy of military 
force in interstate political affairs” (1995a, 36).  His definition is based on 
the work of Geertz and other classic studies of how culture affects decision 
makers within the system.  Longhurst argues that “a strategic culture is a 
distinctive body of beliefs, attitudes, and practices regarding the use of force 
held by a collective and arising gradually over time through a unique 
protracted historical process.  A strategic culture is persistent over time, 
tending to outlast the era of its inception, although it is not a permanent or 
static feature.  It is shaped and influenced by formative periods and can alter, 
either fundamentally or piecemeal, at critical junctures in that collective’s 
experience” (Longhurst 2004, 7). 

Each of these definitions share elements, but as can clearly be seen 
there are differences. The Johnston definition does not explicitly focus on 
historical influences but draws heavily on traditional ideas of culture to 
illustrate the pervasive influence of strategic culture on decision makers. The 
Longhurst definition addresses the idea of change within strategic culture, 
and illustrates that culture can change over time but, as with other types of 
culture, it will only slowly change over time. The issue of change and when 
and how change occurs within strategic culture is an important issue that has 
been addressed in other venues (Greathouse and Miner 2008; Lantis 2002b; 
Berger 1998; Banchoff 1999; John Duffield 1998). Cornish and Edwards 
add an institutional element into the definition of strategic culture that 
addresses an important methodological question regarding strategic culture, 
where is it held within society. For the purpose of this study the definition of 
strategic culture that will be used is “norms, ideas and patterns of behavior 
which are based on long lasting and pervasive strategic preferences about the 
role of military force which shape the institutional options available for 
achieving security and defense goals” (Greathouse and Miner 2008, 7–8). 

One question that has been raised with how strategic culture has 
been used to this point is why hasn’t it been approached from a 
constructivist approach. As many constructivist studies have argued, 
ideational elements and social interaction create the world in which actors, 
who are shaped by ideas, operate. Strategic culture would seem to fall 
squarely into this theoretical school of thought. The literature on strategic 
culture, to this point, has not connected the concept to the constructivist 
school. Although strategic culture does have a focus on ideas, it is also 
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shaped by geography; as this is an important materialistic component, it 
violates a core assumption of many constructivists. Second, strategic culture 
is an independent variable that is used to explain the use of force in the 
system. Again this is more directed towards the materialist explanations of 
why the world operates rather than the ideational. What strategic culture 
does is it brings the concept of culture, which is very idea driven, into the 
study of security that traditionally has been focused on physical elements to 
explain why things happen in the system. Strategic culture may in the future 
become a bridging concept between security studies and constructivism, but 
within the literature, at least to this point, this has not occurred.  
 
 
Elements Affecting Strategic Culture 
 
There are significant problems with trying to use culture in general or 
strategic culture in particular to examine events within an actor. Gray (2007) 
argued that a number of issues must be accounted for when dealing with the 
study of strategic culture. Some of these elements include trying to explain 
too much, the problem of evidence, the idea that culture is diverse, strategic 
culture is not entirely exclusive, strategic cultures borrow and adapt, and 
policy and strategy are negotiated outcomes. Each of these issues gives a 
potential pitfall for the use of culture in general and strategic culture in 
particular. These concerns fit with Gray’s contention that culture is an 
environmental variable that influences the actions of both independent 
variables and dependent variables, and illustrate the difficulties of studying 
strategic culture. These issues, identified by Gray, must be addressed when 
making use of the concept of strategic culture by using an effective 
methodology to address the problems of cultural studies. 
 
 
Strategic Culture as an Independent Variable and 
Falsifiability Issues 
 
The first detailed focused attempt to create a strong methodological 
approach to deal with issues surrounding strategic culture was put forth by 
Johnston (book). The focus for Johnston was to approach the concept of 
strategic culture using a methodology that would allow for falsifiability. He 
argued that strategic culture must meet two specific tests to show the 
analytic value of the concept. The first test was whether strategic culture 
existed over time and across different actors (Johnston 1995a, 32), and the 
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second is whether strategic culture affected decision-making processes 
(Johnston 1995a, 32). He argued that if strategic culture did not exist over 
time or across different actors, then it could be relegated to a minor influence 
and focus could be directed to other more important variables (Johnston 
1995a, 32). As he readily admits, showing how strategic culture matters is 
extremely difficult, but one of the elements that can be shown is that 
strategic culture may limit the choices available to decision makers by 
tracing strategic culture from its sources through the socialization process of 
decision makers (Johnston 1995a, 37).    

One way in which Johnston attempted to address the sources of 
strategic culture was through the writings, documents, and debates on 
strategic culture within a society. However, as he points out, the amount of 
material available for examination would be significant for any one period. 
One option proposed is to examine some texts for their content and then 
examine those from the past and determine if there is any congruence that 
can be seen between the two sets of texts (Johnston 1995a, 40). “The content 
analysis of strategic-cultural objects begin at the earliest possible point in 
history where strategic cultural preference rankings may reasonably be 
expected to have emerged” (Johnston 1995a, 40). From this point one moves 
forward through the strategic culture objects to see if later objects are 
derived from the “formative strategic culture.” Once the texts are selected 
they will be examined using content analysis with multiple methods, 
including the use of cognitive mapping (Axelrod 1976); this will allow for a 
rank ordering of strategic preferences to be determined.  

Impacting the Dependent Variable 

Once the strategic culture of a country or actor is determined, it then needs 
to be applied to the question of how much of an impact does strategic culture 
have on decision makers. This is the most difficult and most important of the 
tests about strategic culture. If strategic culture does not have an impact on 
decision making, the concept’s impact is of limited value and can be passed 
over for more important causal elements. According to Johnston, researchers 
must effectively conceptualize the relationship between strategic culture and 
decision making and select cases that limit the impact of culturally based 
exogenous variables (Johnston 1995a, 52). There are six ways of linking the 
relationship between strategic culture and other independent variables: direct 
impact of strategic culture, strategic culture provides a limited range of 
choices and is an intervening variable, as a consistent set of ordered 
preferences that exist across time, as an influence on the policy process, a 
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justification of policy and alternatives that might emerge in policy debates, 
and finally as a dynamic model that influences decision makers at t+1 
(Johnston 1995a, 53–54). He argues that the second through fourth 
approaches allow for testing of strategic culture versus noncultural elements 
to show the impact of strategic culture and its effects on decision makers.   

The three elements that Johnston picked as his preferential methods 
fit well within the context studying strategic culture. Strategic culture, 
according to most of the literature, is not going to be a direct independent 
variable; rather it is going to be an intervening variable of some importance 
or it will provide an environmental influence. The idea behind strategic 
culture is that every actor has a unique range of options it views as possible 
for the use of force in the system. Therefore, strategic culture should in fact 
limit certain types of options available to policy makers. If strategic culture 
does matter, it will be fairly constant over time and, by examining an actor, 
certain preferences will exist over time in terms of how the state approaches 
the use of force in the system. The final approach, that strategic culture 
influences the policy process, also fits with the developed wisdom about the 
concept. The longstanding beliefs about the use of force that an actor 
possesses will affect how elites make decisions. 
 
 
Strategic Culture as an Encompassing Concept 
 
While the Johnston approach provided an explicit methodology to look at 
strategic culture, it only approached one side of the debate. A significant 
number of other authors, including Gray and others, see strategic culture as 
an environmental variable that influences decision making; strategic culture 
is not falsifiable in the sense of traditional hypothesis testing. Longhurst 
(2004), in her application of strategic culture to Germany, argues that 
strategic culture can be assessed as an encompassing concept that influences 
and affects decision making and behavior. To address strategic culture, 
Longhurst argues that there are foundational elements, longstanding policies 
and practices, and security policy standpoints that together represent the 
strategic culture of a country (Longhurst 2004, 17). The foundational 
elements of strategic culture provide the sphere in which options will be 
considered; these elements are represented by the security policy standpoints 
that provide the basis for the policies that a country will choose (Longhurst 
2004, 20). Strategic culture, according to Longhurst, will limit behavior and 
shape choices about which policy options a country will consider.  
 With the identification of these three elements of strategic culture, 
Longhurst (2004) argues that through the use of an effective case study, the 
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formative elements can be determined, which will then allow for the 
definition of security policy standpoints and eventually policy preferences. 
To find the formative elements of an actor’s strategic culture, one finds the 
starting place for an actor’s strategic development. In Longhurst’s work on 
Germany, that is 1945, she examines elements that affect the country’s 
strategic views. For a state or actor who is relatively “new” to the 
international system, the start date will be fairly clear; however, for actors 
that hold a longer history, a definitive start time will be more difficult to 
establish. The holders and elements of focus for strategic culture are policy-
making elite who are both influenced and constrained by strategic culture.  

Strategic Culture and Change 

One element that Longhurst directly addresses is the impact of change on 
strategic culture. Strategic culture is going to change over time (Gray 2007), 
but that change is going to be relatively slow. However, at times, change will 
occur more quickly due to a significant shock to the actor (Lantis 2002a, b, 
2005). For Longhurst (2004), the movement from the Cold War period to the 
post-Cold War period represents a significant shock to the system, which 
challenges the formative elements of German strategic culture and may 
create changes due to internal and external pressures. Further use of an 
effective case study over periods of significant shock, according to 
Longhurst, will illustrate the actor’s strategic culture and potential changes 
that are occurring. The research methodology underlying this approach is to 
use detailed historical and political research to show the influences of beliefs 
and constraints and dilemmas that the traditional values of strategic culture 
brings. 

A more recent work on the relationship between strategic culture 
and weapons of mass destruction (Johnson et al. 2009) uses a strong case 
study methodology based on the following variables: identity, values, norms, 
and beliefs. These four variables take into account broader more 
materialistic influences such as “geography, history, access to technology, 
political experience, religious traditions, education, demographics, common 
texts, and so on create identity, values, norms, and a group’s perceptive 
lens” (Johnson 2009, 254). As with many studies using strategic culture, the 
issues of defining the independent and dependent variables separately is not 
the major focus. Rather the impact of the variables representing strategic 
culture is being measured on actions and the possible outcomes of policy. 
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Strategic Culture and the Case Study 
 
It is clear that hypothesis-based testing of strategic culture does not currently 
appear to be feasible, but there are certain commonalities of methodology 
that have significant importance in tracing the impact of strategic culture. 
First and foremost, the case study approach is considered essential for 
developing the depth of data necessary to illustrate what an actor’s strategic 
culture is, along with examining its impact on the holders of strategic 
culture. It is also clearly accepted that policy elites are the holders of and 
influenced by strategic culture (Lantis 2002b; Longhurst 2004: Booth and 
Trood 1999). How policy elites are socialized into the actor’s strategic 
culture, and how the influence of it affects decision making, is a necessary 
component of examining strategic culture. However, there is little agreement 
about how to effectively examine this element or what exactly makes up the 
policy elite lacks clarity. There has been a significant amount of attention 
given to the study of military doctrines and writings specifically on security 
(Kier 1997); these are going to be directly most notably towards the military 
elite. It makes sense to focus on this group in that strategic culture must have 
a strong military component (Booth and Trood 1999), but the other side of 
the policy elite must be those within and outside of the government that 
affect policy decisions. Now if a military junta or dictator is in control of a 
country this would not be an issue, but outside of those two situations the 
role of non-military elites becomes extremely important. Most of these elites 
are not going to have read and completely digested the teachings of 
historical military doctrine; they will receive some of this through interaction 
with military elites and staff but their socialization on strategic culture is 
going to be driven by other elements. 
 The case study approach to determine the impact of strategic culture 
on an actor’s decision making will not fit some of the elements advocated by 
King et al. (1994) in their book Designing Social Inquiry. Within Designing 
Social Inquiry, the authors advocated using case studies in a manner to test 
hypotheses, similar to what Johnston has advocated for strategic culture. 
However, as has been shown, strategic culture may not cleanly fit into 
hypothesis testing. Therefore, the case study methodology that will be 
advocated will focus on trying to determine how, when, and the amount of 
influence strategic culture will have in any particular situation. Strategic 
culture is going to be situational in terms of its impact on decision making; it 
will always exist but its level of influence may vary from situation to 
situation.  
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Defining the Sources of Strategic Culture 

Johnston’s (1995a) focus on strictly military strategy documents is flawed 
due to the fact that nonmilitary elites will have a significant say in decisions 
regarding the use of force within the international system. Therefore, there 
must be documents and other formative elements outside of military writings 
that establish strategic culture within a wider society. Longhurst’s (2004) 
idea that the researcher must find the formative period to find the basis of 
strategic culture is a good start in examining an actor’s strategic culture, but 
it is too restrictive. Formational texts and elements do not simply stop once 
the actor is established. Strategic culture continues to change over time; 
therefore, formational elements of strategic culture must continue to emerge 
over time. These elements will emerge either out of significant impacts 
(Lantis 2002b) or through evolutionary changes in strategic culture (Meyer 
2005, 2006).   

Building on Longhurst’s and Johnston’s approaches of formational 
or foundational objects that represent the views that an actor maintains about 
the use of force, I argue that foundational documents emerge not only at the 
beginning of the actor’s development but also as the actor evolves to account 
for the development of material conditions of the actor and influence of the 
systemic conditions. The United States provides a significant illustration 
about where the foundational objects representing security culture can be 
found. Gray (1981) has argued that the United States has a national style 
(strategic culture) based around the use of technology and management. 
Russell Weigley’s 1973 book The American way of war argues that the 
United States way of war is based on the strategy of annihilation. Both Gray 
and Weigley provide strong historical examples to support their arguments 
of what influences or represents the American strategic culture. However, if 
one just examines these military-focused histories, an understanding of 
American strategic culture cannot be developed due to certain aspects being 
missed. Both Lord (1985) and Dueck (2006) argue that there is a liberal 
characteristic to the American strategic culture. By examining military 
doctrine the political influences on strategic culture in the United States 
would be missed.     

In looking for the different characterizations of American strategic 
culture, there is a need to cover both the military and nonmilitary aspects 
that influence the values of when and how to use force in the system. 
However, more focus on the nonmilitary aspects about where strategic 
culture is held or where nonmilitary elites are partially socialized into 
strategic culture is needed. To find the non-military aspects, it is necessary to 
examine the political foundational documents of the actor. Continuing with 
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the American example, the ideas illustrated in the Declaration of 
Independence, the U.S. Constitution, the Monroe Doctrine, and other 
foundational documents all help shape how the country views the use of 
force (Greathouse and Miner 2008). Strategic culture is about the use of 
force, which is inherently a political issue (Clausewitz 1984). Any complete 
understanding of strategic culture must incorporate political, military, 
historic, and geographic influences or the elements of strategic culture that 
affect the decision makers will be under-reported.  
 As any actor evolves it will develop new foundational ideas that will 
be enshrined in new foundational doctrines/documents, which will have an 
impact on how the general society views the use of force by the state, and 
influence the socialization of non-military policy elites. Every policy elite 
that comes into office within the United States is going to be socialized in 
the need for an avoidance of American casualties when it uses force outside 
of its borders. The lessons of the Vietnam War have been engrained within 
society and further reinforced by actions and reactions in Lebanon in 1984, 
Somalia in 1993, and the Gulf War in 1990, and continued reaction to 
casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan since 2001. The War Powers Act was a 
formal attempt by Congress to limit the ability of excessive casualties to 
occur again in the future and was further strengthened by the Powell 
Doctrine, which enshrined the need for quick effective use of force followed 
by a quick exit strategy. Any American elite entering a policy position that 
must deal with security issues is going to be socialized into this trend and 
therefore be influenced by it when making decisions. When examining an 
actor in detail, researchers must not simply define the formational strategic 
culture at the start of the actor, but rather must look for important 
foundational documents and ideas that have influence in supporting or 
evolving the strategic culture of that actor. While this expands the necessary 
elements for determining the formational elements of an actor’s strategic 
culture, it also more accurately can identify, using Longhurst’s language, the 
formational element of strategic culture which then sets the boundaries in 
which the policy elites will operate. 
 
 
Strategic Culture and Elites 
 
A major issue to address is the need to clearly specify the actor’s elites that 
matter; depending on the actor the possible policy influence of the elite may 
be fairly narrow or very expansive. Elites hold an actor’s strategic culture 
and are also influenced by it. Therefore, when looking at the impact of 
strategic culture on elites, it is necessary to have clearly defined the elites 
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that matter. In the United States, it would be a mistake to only examine the 
President or members of Congress when looking at the impact of strategic 
culture. This would only give you a limited and flawed overview of the 
effect of strategic culture. The advisors and analysts of the President and 
Congress matter, but the “defense” community within the country also 
matters. Think tanks, academics, and other policy networks have an 
influence on the socialization process of the elites within government 
through reports, participation in policy debates, or direct access to the 
security decision-making process. The more players participating in the 
decision-making process about the use of force will affect the transmission 
of strategic culture. During times of crisis, as more members of the process 
become active, the formative elements should be well represented at every 
decision point within the process. The more complex the decision-making 
process, the more access points that will be available for strategic culture to 
influence the process.  

Strategic Culture and Non-State Actors 

The primary discussion for the use and importance of strategic culture has 
traditionally focused on states. However, the emergence of new actor types 
and the increasing importance of nonstate actors who focus on or affect 
security and defense issues mean that strategic culture must be applied to 
these new actors. If strategic culture is going to be effective in explaining 
actions and influences related to the use of force, any potential actor who can 
use force must be covered by the concept. Strategic culture should be well 
suited to address how alternative actors view the use of force in the 
international system due to the nature of the concept. Since an analysis based 
on strategic culture is not focused on institutional elements but rather on 
norms, values, history, and other influences, applying it to nonstate actors 
should not be an issue. If strategic culture cannot be effectively applied to 
these actors, it will cast significant doubt on the viability of the concept. If 
strategic culture is correct, and it explains the underlying ideas, values, and 
norms related to an actor’s use of force within the international system, 
application to a non-state actor should not be a barrier as all the influences 
that strategic culture defines as important will still affect the actor.  
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Applying Strategic Culture to Terrorist Groups 
 
Since 2001, significant focus within security studies has been directed 
towards the actions of terrorist groups. Traditional security approaches, 
especially those based on the realist paradigm, find addressing these types of 
groups difficult as they are not state actors. While they do not possess some 
of the core elements of being a state, especially territory and sovereignty, 
there can be no doubt that they have a significant impact on the system. 
Without the actions of Al Qaeda on September 11, 2001, the world would 
today be fundamentally different. Discounting the impact and influence of 
terrorist organizations represents a significant flaw in traditional security 
frameworks. There is a need to apply the same type of analysis that is 
applied to states to these types of actors, which is one of the strengths of 
using strategic culture. 
 One of the first applications of strategic culture to a terrorist 
organization was done by Long (2009) on Al Qaeda. He argues that strategic 
culture is an effective way to approach the study of a group in that it 
possesses a shared cultural narrative, which is an important element in 
identifying strategic culture within any state. Al Qaeda possesses this 
cultural narrative through the religious identity that has been built within the 
organization by Osama and others (Long 2009). The application of strategic 
culture to Al Qaeda provides some important understandings of the group’s 
use of force within the system and possible use of violence in the future. As 
with all strategic culture studies, the case study approach is applied to 
determine the norms, values, and ideas that shape and influence the views 
that Al Qaeda holds about the use of force. This particular article focuses on 
weapons of mass destruction, but the approach should be just effective 
looking at a more general approach to the use of force.  
 Using a strategic culture perspective, Long (2009) argues that 
assessments, using more traditional methods, declaring that Al Qaeda at 
some point will make use of weapons of mass destruction “irrespective of 
success or failure” (Long 2009, 201) are flawed and do not fundamentally 
understand the organization. Traditional methods of security analysis may 
not take into account the underlying cultural basis of the actor, which 
influences how they perceive the use of force and violence within the 
system. Long asserts that while Al Qaeda may use weapons of mass 
destruction to achieve their stated goals, they will do so not just to cause 
violence; rather the goal of the use of these types of weapons will be based 
on the strategic culture that the organization possesses. “In studying al 
Qaeda documents, something else emerges: a view of the world and a 
strategic code more richly textured, nuanced, calculating even deadly” (Long 
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2009, 201). This argument relies on a fully detailed understanding of the 
ideas and values that underlie Al Qaeda and how the use of violence plays 
into the operations of the group.  

Al Qaeda, like any other actor in the system, can have its strategic 
culture identified and then an examination made about how the values of the 
organization affect its actions in regard to the use of force. “Strategic culture 
helps us read Al Qaeda’s past and offers an interpretation of present action” 
(Long 2009, 202). Through a detailed analysis of writings and religious 
influences, Long shows that Al Qaeda’s strategic culture is based around the 
ideas of a long war, defensive war, and intelligent war. His conclusions 
about how Al Qaeda uses force and its perceptions towards weapons of mass 
destruction are thus much more nuanced than many traditional analysts. In 
many ways, the Long analysis shows the strength of the strategic cultural 
approach to the study of security issues within the international system.  

Strategic Culture and Supranational Actors 

While the work of Long shows an advance in analyzing smaller groups or 
entities within the international system, there is another type of actor that the 
strategic culture approach is going to be critical for understanding. The 
development of supranational organizations may be the next wave of 
important actors in the international system. A supranational organization is 
similar to an international organization, an institution created by states to 
address an issue or set of issues within the international system. However, 
unlike the IO, a supranational organization provides for the transfer of policy 
sovereignty from the state to the supranational organization. There is 
currently only one of these actors in the system, the European Union (EU), 
but continued discussions about the future of NAFTA, CAFTA, the African 
Union, and ASEAN allow for the potential that more of these types of actors 
will emerge. The major methodological question is can a supranational 
organization possess a strategic culture? In examining the work done on the 
EU and its development of the European Security and Defense Policy 
(ESDP), the answer would appear to be yes. 

The EU emerged from the ashes of Western Europe to address the 
issues of security and economics interactions, particularly between Germany 
and France, and ensure a stable future not based around continuing conflict. 
Initially, there was an attempt to include security issues into the cooperative 
ideas that emerged within Western Europe in the early 1950s and which 
were represented by the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). 
However, attempting to create a European army in the early 1950s proved to 
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be politically unfeasible, especially within France where the European 
Defense Community died (Dinan 2005; Urwin 1995). The creation of a 
European army would have required the development of a common set of 
ideas about the use of force within the system, that is, a strategic culture, 
which following the events of World War II was unlikely to happen. 
However, the creation of the European Economic Community, its 
subsequent development into the European Community, and eventual 
transformation into the EU in 1992 with the Treaty on European Union have 
allowed for a historical development and convergence, which eventually has 
led to the development of values and norms that accept the idea of common 
values in regard to security issues among the members of the EU.             
 The EU as a supranational actor with intergovernmental influences 
does not make the same sovereign choices that nation-states do about the use 
of force, so the question is whether the EU can even develop a strategic 
culture. “The European Union clearly possesses the prerequisites to form 
strategic culture in terms of having extensive interests and obligations and 
capabilities” (Toje 2008, 20). For this study, the assumption is that the EU 
can have a strategic culture, which begs the question of: exactly what is the 
strategic culture of the EU? Can we even know what the EU’s is yet 
(Howorth 2007, 179), as strategic culture is developed over the long term, in 
some cases centuries. In looking at the literature, there are numerous authors 
who have found elements of the EU’s strategic culture or have found a basis 
that it can build from. These attempts to define the EU’s strategic culture are 
worthy, but in many cases there is not enough of a methodological approach 
used to determine what is occurring with the Union’s strategic culture. By 
examining the ideas proposed within the literature, certain trends, both 
positive and negative, can be observed.  
 Cornish and Edwards’ (2001) article was one of the first to formally 
apply the concept to the EU. For any actor that wishes to engage in some 
sort of military or security goals outside of its borders, it will have to 
establish/create some form of strategic culture. Cornish and Edwards (2001) 
effectively argue that an EU strategic culture is in the process of developing. 
They contend that there is “no convincing reason to reject the idea of an EU 
strategic culture however limited the result may be in scope and capability” 
(2001, 588). The “EU’s ability to tackle the build up of the crisis in Kosovo 
and the ambivalence and delays in US policy were vital factors in creating a 
foreign policy demand for some new initiative” (Cornish and Edwards 2001, 
588). The emergence of strategic culture was driven by outside processes 
and had to occur very quickly to adapt to those external influences. While 
these elements are important, other developments, Cornish and Edwards 
argue, are even more so. 
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First there is the determination to underpin political 
commitments by an institutionalization of the military 
options within the CFSP – ESDP.  Second there is the 
development of external responsibilities in terms of conflict 
prevention and management that has been quietly 
proceeding within the EU.  If the first development smacks 
of neo-functionalist determinism the second more 
pragmatically indicates how the military option is becoming 
party of the EU’s range of policy instruments.  It suggests 
that ‘Civilian Power’ Europe has already begun to evolve a 
strategic culture (Cornish and Edwards 2001, 593–594). 

The inclusion of the Petersberg Tasks in the Treaty of Amsterdam, 
and the European Council’s conclusions at Feira show an evolution of 
strategic culture. An important idea that these documents advocate is that 
“the process of European integration is a joint exercise in norm-setting and 
institution building…the new crop of defence institutions will inevitably 
have just such an effect” (Cornish and Edwards 2001,  595). Their argument 
builds on Andreani’s (2000) contention that “the EU is currently devoid of 
any defence culture: only in a specialized institutional setting will such a 
culture hopefully be imported into it and solidify” (2000, 83). The 
development of the idea of an EU strategic culture will matter more in the 
future as there is a definitive policy connection between development and 
security (Cornish and Edwards 2001, 603). 

Agreeing with the idea that the EU is developing a strategic culture 
is Stine Heiselberg (2003). Unlike Cornish and Edwards, Heiselberg shows a 
process of development based around what are known as formative moments 
(2003, 7). Formative moments are when cultural meanings are identified and 
contested and occur during times when society or an organization is defining 
its own place (2003, 8). This work on formative movements and how an 
actor develops its historical narratives, especially when dealing with an 
international organization like the EU, is important because the development 
of the historical narrative influences how an actor understands its place in 
the system. “A look at international security organizations’ strategic culture 
once again serves the purpose of explaining choices of international 
organizations…they will be faced with the problem of finding a common 
interpretation of the security environment and how the organization should 
act” (Heiselberg 2003, 9). Heiselberg argues that there are four possible 
outcomes that can occur within the EU: a monolithic culture, convergence 
towards one of the dominant state’s position, the development of an EU 
strategic culture on top of the existing member states, which is the most 
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likely alternative, or a negative outcome where no common strategic culture 
emerges (Heiselberg 2003, 10–11). In looking at the actions of European 
countries on Kosovo, he conclude that while some commonalities are 
emerging, the national strategic cultures are still preeminent and limit the 
ability of the EU to develop its own strategic culture (Heiselberg 2003, 35–
36).   

Building on their argument from 2001, Cornish and Edwards (2005) 
reassessed the development of strategic culture and come away more 
positive than Heiselberg. In examining the EU, four years later they find that 
there are still significant problems in terms of the capabilities that the EU 
deploys. “EU governments appear so far to have been reluctant to provide 
themselves with all of the means they themselves have argued are 
necessary” (Cornish and Edwards 2005, 806). They find more positive 
evidence looking at the experience of the EU’s actions in regard to the 
growth in its strategic culture. The emphasis on civilian aspects of the ESDP, 
its deployment in Operation Artemis, a stabilization mission to the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, as well as rule of law missions in Georgia 
and the training of members of Iraq’s criminal justice establishment show a 
development of strategic culture. Their conclusion was that the EU “largely 
regarded the value of military force as limiting, preferring a more integrated 
response that tackles the threat within the EU as much as without” (Cornish 
and Edwards 2005, 809). 

Whereas Cornish and Edwards approach strategic culture as more 
“developed” even initially in the EU, other authors have argued that it is 
actually being built from the beginning. Martinsen (2003) supports the thesis 
that civilian actions towards security and defense goals are part of a 
European strategic culture. He argues that there are political, capability, and 
institutional dimensions that will make up any European strategic culture. 
The military capability of the EU is secondary to the civilian power elements 
that the organization possesses. “Hence a civilian power culture must be 
seen as a fundamental and integral party of a European strategic culture” 
(Martinsen 2003, 31). This argument advances the idea that the EU’s 
security culture will only support the civilian power aspects of the EU and 
not move the organization to become a major player within the world in 
terms of security and defense policy. Matlary (2006) builds on the notion 
that the EU is and will continue to be a civilian power and that the only way 
its strategic culture will evolve is through a focus on soft power actions in 
the system. Matlary (2006) argues that “a post national strategic culture 
based on human security provides a window of opportunity for the EU” 
(2006, p. 105) that the EU will not be a “hard power” actor in the sense of a 
traditional state using coercive diplomacy (Matlary 2006, 106). Rather the 
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EU can and has used soft power as the basis of developing a strategic culture 
in the future. “A strategic culture for Europe must necessarily depend on 
notions of human security and human rights more than on traditional 
territorial defence of nationals” (Matlary 2006, 108–109).   

The most complete study of strategic culture at the European level 
was done by Meyer (2006). He finds that there has been convergence in 
terms of the strategic cultures between the United Kingdom, France, 
Germany, and Poland. He is quick to point out that these national political 
cultures have not become the same but rather they have become more similar 
to each other in some areas. According to Meyer, there has been 
convergence on the issues of domestic authorization issues and the use of 
force to “tackle security threats” (Meyer 2006, 11). However, while there 
has been some convergence there are still elements of disagreement 
“especially regarding the use of force to advance political and economic 
interests or to use force abroad in high risk situations” (Meyer 2006, 11). 
Meyer’s conclusions are what one would expect in terms of a developing 
strategic culture, but he does not explicitly lay out the norms that the EU will 
focus on if and when its strategic culture develops. The results of Meyer’s 
study are supported by Giegerich’s (2006) study, which also finds that there 
has been convergence in terms of national strategic cultures.  

Within the literature, the idea that norms and values are at the heart 
of any strategic culture is prevalent; however, within the study of strategic 
culture in the EU there are only references to the EU being a civilian power, 
democracy, or other shared norms. Where these norms developed or are 
developing has not been shown nor what their basis or linkage is to the EU. 
Rynning (2003) is one of the few to explicitly connect existing ideals of the 
EU with the development of its strategic culture. The other limitation of the 
existing literature on strategic culture is that it sees the creation and 
development of a European strategic culture as taking place sometime after 
1992 and somewhere around 1998. This assumption is flawed in that the 
institution, which will embody the shared strategic culture, has existed for 
over 50 years. The norms, values, and ideas that it has advocated and 
convinced its member states to share are going to have a direct impact on 
any European strategic culture as well as the military operations that it 
undertakes. “Values are the glue that holds the EU together and are an 
important factor….The values underpinning the EU are evident in its 
treaties” (Toje 2008, 38). 

From this brief overview of work done on the EU, it is evident that 
many scholars see the development of a European strategic culture. Given 
the diversity of actors within the membership of the EU, understanding the 
developing strategic culture is going to be essential for understanding how 
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the EU may or may not take action in the system. The EU has been built on 
certain norms and values and it is to be expected that these will continue to 
shape how the members of the EU engage in action outside of the border of 
the members. However, the focus on strategic culture has given a strong 
basis for future research in that since 1998 and the beginnings of an actual 
security approach within the EU, analysts have been focusing on the 
underlying developments of strategic culture. From Longhurst’s argument 
that knowing the formative elements of strategic culture is important to 
understanding it, we can expect that the EU will continue to be a useful case 
for looking at the applicability of strategic culture as a security tool. As other 
regional blocks begin to emerge, a focus on their underlying values and 
norms will allow for a strong future understanding of how new evolving 
actors approach security in the international system.    
 
 
Framework for Studying Strategic Culture 
 
The complexities involved with examining strategic culture have been laid 
out throughout this study. All this raises the question about how to actually 
approach the study of strategic culture for a particular actor or using it to 
examine its impact in any particular case. Given its complexity, strategic 
culture research is first going to need to focus on defining the strategic 
cultures of actors and then taking those completed approaches and applying 
them effectively to particular situations to determine the level of impact of 
strategic culture.   
 To determine the strategic culture of any particular actor, the 
baseline elements of the concept are going to have to be examined along 
with the evolution of the actor to establish the change that occurs over time. 
The elements necessary to determine an actor’s baseline strategic culture are 
(1) its geographic setting or influences, (2) the values of society and elites 
towards the use of force illustrated by formative/foundational documents or 
debates relating to the use of force, (3) historical evolution of the actor and 
its views on the use of force, and finally (4) significant shocks to the actor 
that may have changed its evolutionary pattern. Each of these elements taken 
by themselves will only give a partial insight into the strategic culture of a 
country; however, when taken together and incorporated into a detailed 
discussion within a case study, these elements will provide an understanding 
of what an actor’s strategic culture is.  
 Geographic influences are considered a significant part of an actor’s 
strategic culture. It is one of the few material influences included within 
strategic culture. The physical position of an actor in the international system 
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influences how they view the use of force and their reactions to the use of 
force within the system. The United States and Great Britain have 
historically acted differently towards threats or potential threats due to their 
geographic position as island nations. In contrast, the state of Poland has had 
its strategic culture influenced by its position between Russia and the 
Western European powers and its inability to effectively be secure from 
outside forces; this will then have an influence on how the Polish elite and 
society perceive the use of force within the system. Another example would 
be Latin American countries that have been influenced by the actions of 
Spain, Portugal, and the United States. This element will address part of 
Longhurst’s formative stage for the development of strategic culture. The 
geographic advantages or disadvantages will play into any actor’s view 
about the role of the use of force in the system.  

The second element that must be examined is the views of elites, 
institutions, and society about the use of force. Since strategic culture is 
longstanding views about how elements within the actor view the use of 
force, these views will be represented within major documents that the actor 
has created or which it uses as foundational elements. Johnston (1995a) and 
Kier (1997) are but two scholars who have examined strategic culture 
through military writings of particular actors. This approach will only 
provide part of the strategic culture for an actor. The use of force and views 
about the use of force are also political; documents and debates that 
represent the political views of the actor must also be taken into account. 
Looking at foundational political documents along with security-based 
documents will provide a more complete understanding about how an actor 
will approach the use of force within a society. For example, to truly 
understand the American strategic culture not looking at the Monroe 
Doctrine, the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, or NSC-68 
misses some of the ideas that influence American society and elites when 
they make decisions about the use of force. To effectively address this part 
of strategic culture, it will be necessary to select important and persistent 
documents that represent not only persistent values but also influences from 
the formative stage of the actor. Depending on the actor, the documents may 
be internally created or in certain cases they may be drawn from outside of 
the actor if they effectively represent the values of the actor. One example 
would be the United Nations treaty, which has been adopted by several 
smaller European countries to represent their view towards the role of force 
in the international system. 

The third element for examining strategic culture is looking at the 
evolution of strategic culture within the country. This element will partially 
be addressed by doing the document evaluation, but that will only give part 
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of the story; there is also a need to look at the historical development of the 
actor. One particular element is how an actor uses force, which is also a part 
of strategic culture. Examining how the United States uses force is part of 
strategic culture; without understanding this element, some of the American 
tendencies are lost and a complete understanding of the country’s strategic 
culture would not be possible. One element that has become part of the 
American strategic culture, over time, is the need to limit casualties. The 
Vietnam syndrome provides a constraint on American policy makers about 
how and when force is used within the system. Decisions about the use of 
force in the Gulf War in 1990, the reaction to Americans dead in Lebanon 
and Somalia, and the decline in public support for the conflicts in 
Afghanistan and Iraq as the number of military deaths mounted are all 
manifestations of this element of a part of American strategic culture. Each 
country through its past use of force or due to previous wars will have 
developed certain elements within its strategic culture, which will influence 
how they view force. For most of the Western European countries, the 
lessons of World War II have created a need to avoid the use of force within 
the system when possible. Germany is a prime example, its current strategic 
culture exists around the nonuse of military force outside of its border or for 
more than defending the state. German deployment into the Balkans and its 
continued deployment of troops to support the NATO mission in 
Afghanistan have created significant political pressures at home due to the 
restrictions imposed on the German government and people by its more 
pacifist strategic culture.   
 Examining the historical development of the actor in terms of the 
use of force will allow for an understanding of the development of that 
actor’s strategic culture. The reaction to past conflicts and the preparation for 
new conflicts will produce discussions within society about the role of force 
and the use of the military. This debate will involve traditional values and 
where and how these values may need to be changed to address the 
emerging world. In essence, this discussion is simply society engaging in 
discussions that will produce some slight changes in the strategic culture. 
This examination will also produce new foundational documents to represent 
the changes accepted within society with regard to their use of force within 
the international system. The acceptance and strong support that a number of 
smaller European countries gave to the U.N. Charter after the end of World 
War II illustrates the debate within their societies about the viability of war 
in the system and attempts to move down another path in terms of the 
importance of using violence in the system.  
 Examining the historical evolution of the actor will lead to the last 
element that must be addressed, that of a significant shock that causes a 
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major change in the strategic culture of the actor. It is theorized that 
significant shocks create the option for radical changes in an actor’s strategic 
culture. The external shock will change the evolution from a slow pattern of 
change to one of significant change in reaction to a major event. The 
American society’s reaction to the number of deaths during the Vietnam 
War, and the subsequent importance about protecting the lives of American 
troops, is but one example of this event. Another example would be the 
German and Japanese loss of World War II and the intentional rebuilding of 
German and Japanese strategic cultures. Both strategic cultures moved from 
being more open to the use of force to achieve political ends within the 
system to ones that tried to avoid the use of military beyond defending the 
territorial integrity of the state. These external shocks have the ability to 
radically alter an actor’s strategic culture. 

Conclusion 

In working through these four steps, an actor’s strategic culture will be 
revealed. This then leads to the question of so what? In understanding an 
actor’s strategic culture, what does it add to our understanding of the 
security issues within the system? The simple answer is that by 
understanding how an actor views the use of force within the system or the 
restraints that the actor has placed on itself, we can better understand what 
actions the actor may take. While the simple answer is important, it is just 
the first step to fully understanding the choices and constraints that an actor 
has to address when considering security issues in the system.   

The idea of strategic culture is intriguing, but there is a significant 
amount of work to be done before the concept completely matters within 
security studies. There must be significantly more work done on how much 
strategic culture matters or influences decisions by an actor. This issue may 
be the most difficult challenge for those working with the concept because it 
is plausible that each actor has a different level of influence. With the fact 
that each strategic culture will be unique, based on the specific 
characteristics of each actor, it may not have a common influence across all 
actors or it may not have a common influence in all situations. For example, 
following 9/11 did the restrictions on how the United States used force in the 
system become less or were the limitations provided by its strategic culture 
still in place? If the restrictions about the use of force were loosened due to a 
shock to its strategic culture, has there been a change over the past eight 
years? These are questions that are going to require a significant amount of 
explanation, which can only be done through the use of intense case studies. 
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One area that security specialists can draw on to help in building their case 
studies is the significant amount of research that has been done by military 
historians about different actors’ way of war. While there is no complete 
overlap between these two ideas, there is significant overlap. By drawing on 
existing historical overviews, it is going to be possible, when combined with 
previously other mentioned elements, to develop an understanding of most 
actors’ strategic cultures. 

Strategic culture is the “hot” new term that will add to the 
explanatory power of security studies, but we should not expect it to 
completely revolutionize how we approach the study of conflict within the 
system. It is not a stand-alone independent variable; rather it is an 
intervening, contextual, or environmental variable that influences the 
decisions of actors and how they implement those decisions. By ensuring 
that we have fully articulated the variables that matter in understanding 
security, we can then apply strategic culture to help further understand how 
the actor in question made a decision or undertook a particular action.  
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