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This thesis examines the alliance behaviour of Germany and the United Kingdom. The changing security 
environment has required states to reassess their security strategies, including alliance behaviour. At the same 
time two prominent theoretical traditions of international relations, neorealism and strategic culture, are stuck in a 
debate on the primacy of structural or cultural approaches. 
The thesis addresses the ongoing theoretical debate between materialist and culturalist explanations by 

combining neorealist balance-of-threat theory and strategic culture to form a combinative analytical model. Using 
security strategy documents from 2023, the thesis analyses how alliance behaviour is formed through also 
examining threat perceptions and strategic preferences. The analysis consists of balance-of-threat theory as the 
primary framework, and strategic culture as a supplementary approach. Germany and the United Kingdom, as key 
actors of regional and global security as well as with distinct strategic cultures, provide a valuable case for an 
eclectic approach. 
The analysis found that the perceptions of threats most important to the United Kingdom and Germany are 

primarily driven by structural factors. Similarly, strategic preferences were mostly shaped by structural 
considerations. Based on the strategies the two countries expressed balancing behaviour against the threats of 
Russia and China, with strategic culture as a contextual lens providing insight into the domestic factors behind 
these policy orientations. The results provide strong implications on the scientific and practical value of 
multiparadigmatic approaches. A combinative approach offers a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding 
of alliance behaviour by accounting for multiple epistemological and ontological premises in one analysis. The 
thesis suggests further eclectic research to foster more nuanced analysis and reflect the complexity of state 
behaviour and the security environment. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Alliances have been fundamental shaping elements of international relations throughout history, 

affecting state interaction and security dynamics. The past years have seen a rapidly changing European 

security environment, forcing states to reassess their security and commitments. These new realities of a 

deteriorating state of security and re-emergence of war in Europe constitute the need to understand why 

and how states have adjusted their alliance behaviour in response to this development.  

Meanwhile, the field of international relations is in an entrenched debate between materialist and 

culturalist approaches to explain state behaviour. States decide their approach on alliances based on a 

variety of factors stemming from strategic considerations. The decisions of states on alliances, or alliance 

behaviour, has been explained by Stephen Walt (1987) through formulating the balance-of-threat theory. 

Unlike other mainstream neorealist approaches, Walt argues that instead of balancing power, states rather 

respond to perceived threats through alliance behaviour. However, the claims of neorealist theories, like 

balance of threat, have been called to question by scholars arguing that the behaviour of states cannot be 

explained purely through materialist threat assessments, at least not on their own. Applying cultural 

approaches, scholars have used especially the concept of strategic culture to provide an alternative 

explanation to state foreign policy in general by examining factors like historical experiences, beliefs, 

and norms that affect strategic behaviour. 

This research does not attempt to participate in the theoretical debate on superiority of either of the 

research traditions but formulates and applies a combinative approach to advance the discussion beyond 

it. The thesis aims to contribute to the dynamics and discussion between neorealist systemic and cultural 

approaches, by applying both to the cases of Germany and United Kingdom and analysing the results 

from each approach. Desch (2005, 2) argues, that “Although it is obvious that cultural theories seek to 

challenge the realist research program, the key question is whether the new strategic culturalism 

supplants or supplements realist explanations?”. Towards this question, this thesis aims to contribute. 

Additionally, by utilizing this approach the thesis examines how two essential actors of European and 

global security, Germany and the United Kingdom (UK) navigated their alliance behaviour based on 

strategy documents from 2023. This will firstly be analysed by formulating the balance-of-threat theory 

into an analytical framework, complemented by strategic culture as a contextual tool. Given the very 

different strategic cultures of the two countries and incorporating both neorealist and strategic cultural 
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approaches, this thesis aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of the states´ alliance behaviour 

and its premises during the timeframe, which has seen significant changes in their security environment. 

Thus, the research questions for this thesis are:  

RQ1: What are the theoretical and methodological implications of combining balance-of-threat theory 

and strategic culture towards the study of alliance behaviour? 

RQ2: What alliance behaviour do Germany and the United Kingdom demonstrate based on their 

strategies? 

RQ3: How can this alliance behaviour be interpreted through the lens of strategic culture, and what 

additional insights can it offer? 

Using document analysis, the thesis examines the elements and features of German and British alliance 

behaviour. The analysis will be done using official security strategy documents of the two, supported by 

conceptualizations on their respective strategic cultures. Russia´s sudden invasion of Ukraine and 

heightened overall aggression constituted an evident threat to the security architecture of whole Europe. 

European states, finding themselves in a weakened security environment, were forced to adapt to the new 

situation. The newly established threat prompted need for interpretation of the new circumstances, and 

assessment of necessary strategic adaptation. Additionally, this need for adaptation also makes the 

timeframe of 2023 especially fruitful for examining how alliance behaviour is played out by states. 

The evident differences in strategic culture, while also operating in the same European security 

environment and both being countries considered as “Western” or “North European” and members of 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) makes the case studies of the two countries in particular 

especially interesting, although it is to be remembered that NATO is not the only security frameworks 

Germany, and the UK are members of. Still, the recent accessions of Finland and Sweden, combined 

with the ongoing Russian war against Ukraine, have revived the North Atlantic security alliance from a 

state even described as “brain-dead” by its member states´ leaders (French President Emmanuel Macron 

in The Economist 2019). Additionally, Germany and the United Kingdom represent significant 

economic, political, and military power, being the two largest economies and having the two highest 

defence spendings in Europe (IMF 2024; SIPRI 2024). They are both also expected to act as leaders in 

regional security, and bear responsibility and influence also on a global scale. This offers an interesting 

context against which to examine some of NATOs most powerful allies, opening the opportunity to 
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fruitful insights on dynamics and reasoning behind alliance behaviour. These can also reflect the overall 

approach of the member towards the alliance, and how they perceive international politics. 

The following chapter will examine the existing literature on alliances and alliance behaviour, followed 

by the theoretical framework chapter exploring realism, balance-of-threat theory, strategic culture, and 

finally multiparadigmatic approaches in international relations theory. After this, the thesis moves to the 

construction of a combinative analytical framework based on balance-of-threat theory and strategic 

culture. Next, research methods and data will be introduced, before moving to the contextualization of 

strategic cultures, analysis of German and British alliance behaviour and its foundations. Finally, a 

discussion will end the thesis evaluating both the theoretical implications and empirical results, before 

providing concluding remarks.  
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2. ALLIANCES AND ALLIANCE BEHAVIOUR 

This chapter will begin with an overview of literature on alliances and alliance behaviour. Defining the 

concepts is essential to remove some of the ambiguity surrounding them and simultaneously narrow 

down the scope of this study. Through a functioning definition of alliances, it is also possible to make 

the important distinction between an alliance and other forms of cooperation. Often terms like alliance, 

coalition, and security or defence partnership are used interchangeably in public international security 

discourse, but also academic discussion. This poses a challenge on the generalizability of research. 

Definition will make research results comparable with other studies incorporating similar defining 

elements in their frameworks. Close attention to definitions of key concepts is also especially important 

for research using a combinative approach to address possible compatibility issues between traditions. 

Alliances have throughout history been an essential element of international relations and security 

considerations of independent states. Thus, research on them has also been extensive, put mildly. 

Different schools of international relations theory understand the basic nature behind alliances 

differently. As part of neorealism also in balance-of-threat theory, realists see alliances as tools of 

protection in the anarchical relations of states Walt (1987, preface). Liberal institutionalists argue that 

order can be created into the international system through alliances (Hurrell 2012, foreword 14). 

Constructivists discuss for example differences of allies and friends (Wendt 1999, 299-301). These 

different views on the basic nature of alliances are also reflected in the definitions of the concept.  

Generally, alliances are conceptually understood as a form of contract (see for example Snyder 1990). 

Stephen Walt (1987, 12) defines alliances as follows: “… an alliance is a formal or informal arrangement 

for security cooperation between two or more sovereign states.” He argues in favour of this vague 

conceptualization for the reason that modern states are reluctant to sign formal treaties and limiting to 

formal alliances would thus limit the scope of his study significantly (ibid, 12). Although the lack of 

definition in the formality or informality of alliances can be justified this way, it is still remarkably rare 

to have purely informal credible alliance arrangements. Even security cooperation perceived as informal 

is usually based on some kind of formal structures, like treaties. At least a shallow legislative and 

contractual structure is necessary to provide the prerequisites needed to claim functioning security 

cooperation in depth of an alliance. This is emphasized in the scenario of the alliance actually facing a 

threat, as working cooperation can be said to absolutely need existing structures on which to work by, be 

it legislative or other. Official structures and signalling commitment to collective security are also 
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essential elements of deterring capability, the functioning of which alliances often rely on. Walt´s vague 

definition has also been criticized for its inclusion of basically all security arrangements, even for 

example the treaty on Open Skies (Bergsmann 2001). This evidently is against the common 

understanding of the concepts meaning, and thus apt to cause confusion. 

In addition to the formality of partnership, alliances and other established military cooperation forms can 

differ significantly on several other features as well. One significant discrimination to make is on the 

goal, and the general nature of the alliance. Alliances can be formed for collective defence, as has 

historically usually been the case (Leeds et. al. 2002), but also for offensive purposes (Walt 1987, 21). 

The goal of an alliance can also be defined through being connected with the designed duration of 

cooperation. When usually alliances are understood as long-term commitment, they can also be formed 

with the aim of completing a single or limited set of campaigns. This can be seen to represent a very 

loose definition of an alliance, and cooperation formed for a limited timeframe could also be defined as 

a coalition instead, although the differentiation of the two concepts is also not that clear. Concepts like 

alliance, coalition, and similar terms representing established security partnership are often used 

interchangeably and commonly defined mainly through their application in public discourse.  

Thus, although alliances are an established and central concept in international relations research, there 

is no agreed on universal definition. Accurate definition has also become more difficult, as different types 

of arrangements on security cooperation have emerged outside of the traditional association to the word 

of official alliance between states on mutual defence. Nevertheless, in this thesis alliances are understood 

as an explicit formal treaty between two or more sovereign states on military cooperation. Alliances can 

be formed for either solely offensive or defensive purposes, or a combination of both, but they are formed 

with existential security considerations of the participating states in mind, essentially full-scale war. 

Alliances are also always based on a formal agreement, and the level of political and direct military 

assistance in case of armed conflict affecting the alliance is expected to be substantial from all members. 

Also, the term alliance is in this thesis reserved only for military cooperation, and other non-military 

forms of security cooperation, formal or informal are excluded.  

Informal alliances or other political alignment without an explicit agreement and structures are not 

included in this definition. Although Walt (1987) in his definition included also informal alignment, and 

used the terms of alignment and alliance interchangeably also in the context of alliance or alignment 



 

6 
 

behaviour.1 By doing so, the thesis retains more rigidity and focus, as analysing informal alignment of 

states could be methodologically challenging to do with the data chosen for this research, as well as 

broadening the scope of research further than intended or necessary. When doing a study on two case 

countries, including only formal and to some extent institutionalized alliances allows for direct 

comparability between the two. Additionally, the formality of the arrangement is also a convenient and 

clear distinction to make. Although Walt (1987, 12) brings up the point of this excluding the military 

commitment between Israel and the United States before the formulation of the first official agreement 

in 1987, and the informal alliance of Egypt and the Soviet Union before 1971, including informal 

structures would not be meaningful based on the primary sources chosen for this thesis. Finally, formal 

security structures remain the primary frameworks for states in ensuring security and commitment, while 

informal structures adopt a more supporting role. 

Walt´s broad definition has also been criticized by Bergsmann (2001), arguing that it limits capacity for 

theorizing, and proposing a more suitable definition for this purpose: “…an explicit agreement among 

states in the realm of national security in which the partners promise mutual assistance in the form of a 

substantial contribution of resources in the case of a certain contingency the arising of which is 

uncertain.” (ibid 21) Bergsmann´s definition also functioned as the basis for the definition in the thesis, 

although adaptations were made. The definition of Bergsmann has been criticized for the exclusion of 

alliances not “dealing with life and death” (Salmon 2006), which are also excluded from the definition 

of this thesis. Bergsmann´s definition can also be understood as excluding offensive alliances, as in this 

case the arising of a certain contingency is most likely not uncertain but planned and initiated by the 

allied states themselves, although offensive actions can arguably also include some uncertainty. 

Historically some alliances, for example the Axis powers during WWII have included both defensive 

and offensive elements, which would make the definition less clear. This definition of alliances is used 

for the purposes of this thesis also with regard to alliance behaviour, which will be explored more in 

detail later in the thesis. 

Other factors for definition can include for example the depth of institutionalization within the alliance 

and the enforceability of commitment. This is particularly relevant in the case of international treaties, 

as they are due to lack of authority in risk of violation, and only around 75% of alliance commitments 

are fulfilled in times of war (Leeds 2003). Levels of commitment can vary significantly, increasing the 

 
1 For example, Walt uses these interchangeably in Origins of Alliances (1987). 
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difficulty of clear definition of how much ultimately is enough, or in turn too much for it to be categorized 

as an alliance. Generally, it can be argued that the term alliance is reserved for forms of cooperation 

falling into the more deep-rooted end of commitment than shallow promises of partnership and signals 

of intent. Discussions then can be held separately on how enforceable the commitments of allied states 

for example in the framework of NATO are, which based on strong institutionalization and ratified 

processes of collective defence can be regarded as an alliance strong in overall unity. Nevertheless, 

understanding alliances requires not only studying their organizational features and nature, but also the 

alliance behaviour of states that it is comprised of. This will be discussed next. 

Alliance Behaviour 

Study of alliance behaviour can be considered as a sub-topic of security studies research on alliances and 

military cooperation in general, including also security policy analysis. Studies can approach the issue 

through either the perspective of the individual state, focusing on its security and defence policy choices, 

or from the organizational perspective of the alliance. Research from the states perspective in 

international relations has commonly focused on phenomena like alliance formation (Walt 1987), and 

from the alliance’s perspective for example on commitment (Leeds 2003), and burden-sharing (Koivula 

& Ossa 2022). The perspective on behaviour here focuses on the individual state. Alliance behaviour in 

this thesis is defined broadly as strategic orientations, expressed preferences and rhetorical framings that 

states adopt in their interaction with other states regarding their security. Walt (1987) refers to alliance 

behaviour or alliance formation, as he examines the concrete military commitment between states. 

However, the formulation employed in this thesis focuses on the expression of factors influencing the 

alliance behaviour of the state through strategy documents, through which conclusions can be drawn on 

the actual alliance behaviour. Walt (1987, 13) refers to alliance behaviour as the decision made by a state 

on whether to “help, remain neutral, or oppose”, and divides alliance formation to balancing and 

bandwagoning behaviour. Other terms often used include for example alignment behaviour and alliance 

formation (both appear frequently in Walt 1987). 

After the publication of Stephen Walt´s Origins of Alliances in 1987 outlining the balance-of-threat 

theory and conceptualizing balancing and bandwagoning behaviour, research applying this framework 

has been extensive. Balancing refers to allying with other states against a threat, while the alignment with 

the threatening state is called bandwagoning (Walt 1987, 17). During the Cold War era, research focused 

on describing and explaining dynamics between the two great powers. Works like Snyder´s on security 

dilemmas (1984) and Jervis´ (1976) book on perceptions represent the realist ideas of power balancing, 
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deterrence, and security dilemma in alliances, which were strongly policy relevant during that era. After 

the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, research aimed to explain what kind of 

world and power dynamics would emerge (see for example Waltz 1993; Mearsheimer 1990). A more 

modern example has been discussion on the European Union and especially the European Security and 

Defence Policy (ESDP). Realists have mostly attempted to explain the ESDP through balancing 

behaviour and its variations. For example, Posen (2006) claims that Europe is balancing, meaning 

aligning against a perceived threat, the United States with the ESDP, although it is classified mainly as 

balancing-for-autonomy. According to this argument, Europe is striving to more relative autonomy in 

security matters from the US and thus balancing, although there is no existential threat as the definition 

of balancing normally presupposes (Posen 2006). 

On the other hand, Cladi & Locatelli (2012) have in contrast found that bandwagoning, aligning with the 

perceived threat to avoid conflict, is actually the more suitable concept to refer to in this case. Firstly, 

they argue that the development of common European military capabilities, for example the EU 

battlegroups, cannot be understood as balancing, as it is designed for low intensity missions like 

peacekeeping, and not an attempt of creating balancing capabilities against the superiority of the United 

States. Secondly, not even France, which is argued to be the European country most likely to balance 

against the US, showed no behaviour in line with genuine attempts to balance (ibid). Bandwagoning is 

the logical explanation, as Europeans attempt to keep the US involved in the security of Europe, by 

developing a division of labour with it. Balancing would be useless due to the superiority of the United 

States, and European states are interested in upholding the status quo (ibid). So, realist explanations have 

been challenged and divided due to some modern phenomena, like in this case the European Defence 

and Security Policy. This has made even more way for other approaches, especially constructivist notions 

to explain modern alliance behaviour. 

Nevertheless, even though alternative explanations, for example cultural approaches have emerged, the 

neorealist structural approach of balance of threat has maintained its popularity amongst scholars. Still, 

the division of balancing or bandwagoning against existential threats has been further developed, and 

variations of middle ground concepts have formed to bridge gaps in the original straightforward 

dichotomy. These will be examined next. This is one of the main trends in research applying the 

balancing and bandwagoning framework, alongside the increased attention to domestic factors, economic 

considerations, and constructivist approaches, contrasting the “original” purely materialistic and 

military-focused approach. 
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The various types of balancing, differed by actor and level of ambition, have been described as three 

distinct forms (Paul 2004, 3). Hard balancing is applied by states to match the capabilities of adversaries 

“engaged in intense interstate rivalry”. Soft balancing is based on informal alliances and common 

understandings, manifesting as cooperative training and limited arms buildup. Soft balancing has the 

potential to turn into hard balancing quickly in the case of the powerful state becoming threatening. The 

third form, asymmetric balancing strategy is applied by nation-states to balance threats by subnational 

actors, but also subnational actors and their supporting state sponsors attempts to challenge a nation-

state. Concretely this is reflected for example in the terrorist activities by extremist terrorist 

organizations. Paul argues that rigid traditional conceptions of balance of power are potentially not able 

to capture the variations of state behaviour in contemporary world politics (ibid, 12). For example, Pape 

(2005) argues that major powers are engaged in soft balancing against the United States, and this has the 

potential to develop into hard balancing if discontent with unilateral aggressive U.S. policies is to 

continue. 

As a further option against the United States and its overwhelmingly superior power, the concept of 

“leash-slipping” has been introduced as a more limited solution to other scopes of balancing. Leash-

slipping is not traditional hard balancing as such, due to it not being a response to an existential threat 

(Layne 2006). A state implementing a leash-slipping strategy  

…does not fear an increased threat to its physical security from another rising state; rather it is 

concerned about the adverse effects of that state's rise on its general position, both political and 

economic, in the international arena. This concern also may, but need not, include a worry that 

the rising state could cause security problems in the future, although not necessarily war. (Art 

2004, 180) 

The concept of leash-slipping is based on the realist notion of relative power considerations. Based on it, 

Art (2004, 180) claims that states care about actual and perceived relative power through economic and 

political measurements, even though they are not facing existential physical threats. For example, Europe 

has been argued to practice leash-slipping towards the U.S. but still avoiding “cutting the leash” through 

compromising the existing alliance with the hegemon in its attempts to gain autonomy (Press-Barnathan 

2012). Other variations include hedging, which is defined by Tunsjø (2017, 46) as “the development and 

implementation of government strategies aimed at reconciling conciliation and confrontation in order to 

remain reasonably well- positioned regardless of future  developments”. Hedging has also often been 

used in contrast to balancing and bandwagoning behaviour and gained considerable popularity amongst 
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international relations scholars lately. Thus, when exploring research on alliance behaviour, a diverse set 

of concepts can be encountered. The following table demonstrates the variety of behaviours and how 

they can be placed in this context. 

Table 1. The spectrum of bandwagoning and balancing behaviour (Adapted version of Bloomfield 2016, 

262-264). 

Bandwagoning Hedging Balancing 

Capitulation Dependence 
Allied 

Alignment 

Limited 

Bandwagoning 

Soft 

Balancing 

Hard 

Balancing 
Containment War 

The spectrum goes from the most comprehensive form of aligning with the threatening state, 

bandwagoning to the extent of complete capitulation, to the ultimate form of balancing against a threat 

of war. In the middle-ground the hedging options aim at balancing between aligning or resisting the 

threatening state with a slight preference for the other. Although this is only a limited overview of the 

different behaviours and how in practice various grand strategies could be placed within them, it offers 

a useful tool to understand the spectrum. All these examples of grand strategies then can include 

numerous different policies, through which a country attempts to reach its goals. Another well-known 

strategy or behaviour employed by states is buck-passing, in which states avoid confronting a threat and 

count on others to bear the consequences of stopping the threat (Christensen & Snyder 1990). This is 

complimented by chain-ganging, in which states bind themselves to reckless allies, protecting which they 

get drawn into conflict (ibid). For example, Richey (2020) argues that in a China-US conflict, US allies 

would likely buck-pass. However, these categorizations fall outside of the above presented spectrum and 

thus have to be considered independently. 

The additional variations to balancing behaviour and the traditional framework have also raised criticism 

in balance of power theorists, as the realist and neorealist understandings of balancing behaviour 

generally only refer to what is here described as hard balancing. Some claim that arguments for soft 

balancing have no merit, and behaviours credited to soft balancing are a result of alternative interests like 

economic or domestic policy incentives not considered by researchers (Brooks & Wohlforth 2005). 

Others criticize the overall lack of theoretical rigidity and conceptual clarity of soft balancing and other 

behaviours (Larionova 2020). Haacke (2019) provides a table of 13 different conceptualizations of 
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hedging used by scholars in literature, capturing the challenges associated with the concept’s consistent 

application to research. 

As presented previously, options to further develop the original somewhat rigid dichotomy of balancing 

and bandwagoning definitely exist, and these can be able to enhance the comprehensive explanatory 

power of the overall neorealist theoretical approach. Additionally, they enrich the theoretical discussion 

within the field of international relations. However, it must be noted that numerous variations differing 

only slightly are apt to cause conceptual confusion if not handled carefully and consistently. The concept 

of strategic culture has faced these kinds of issues, as debates on definitions and the overall nature of the 

concept and what it can be used for are heavily debated in the field. These will be explored in the next 

part, along with a closer look at realism and balance-of-threat theory. 
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3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: STRUCTURAL REALISM AND 
STRATEGIC CULTURE 

This chapter will introduce and construct the theoretical framework of this thesis. The analysis builds on 

balance-of-threat theory incorporating strategic culture, with the goal of enriching the analysis and 

experimenting with a combinative analytical framework. The empirical section that this framework will 

be applied to examines the alliance behaviour of Germany and the United Kingdom in 2023. Aside from 

the possible theoretical contribution of combining structural and cultural traditions, the aim is also to 

account for possible differences between the two case countries. 

This thesis does not aim to take part in the idealism-materialism debate ongoing in the field of IR theory 

but attempts to contribute towards a different option beyond the dichotomy. Strategic culture and 

balance-of-threat theory are here not treated as competing theoretical narratives for understanding state 

behaviour, which has been the core of the debate. Instead, it proposes them as complementary to each 

other. By utilizing the two, this thesis aims to analyse both the structural elements affecting state 

behaviour based on balance-of-threat theory while also incorporating the ideational context of strategic 

culture affecting the way threats and responses are perceived, forming alliance behaviour. Alliance 

behaviour can this way be examined more carefully and thoroughly accounting for different factors, 

potentially creating insight into the state’s strategic orientation and the influence of different factors. 

To strengthen the understanding of theoretical dynamics and key factors, this chapter will firstly describe 

the premises of balance-of-threat theory and the realist tradition. After this the theory and application of 

strategic culture as a supplementary framework will be explored and argued, pointing out the need for a 

combinative approach beyond the theoretical impasse that the structuralism/culturalism debate embodies. 

The argument for doing so will be supported by analysing previous research attempting similar 

operationalization. The analytical framework built upon the two approaches will be defined and 

presented in the chapter following this theoretical overview. 

3.1. Realism and Balance-of-Threat Theory 

Realism has through history been one of the most influential schools of thought in international relations, 

aiming to explain the core nature of the surrounding world. From classical realism and scholars like Hans 

Morgenthau (2006) claiming that all politics is product of human nature, realism has evolved especially 

towards a more systemic explanation of anarchy. Arguably the most prominent development was brought 
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by Kenneth Waltz, a key proponent of neorealism, moving realism from the analytical level of the 

individual and state to the international structure. In his influential book Theory of International Politics 

Waltz criticizes the classical realist position and claims that a systemic approach is necessary to 

generalize about state behaviour (1979, 65). According to Waltz, the behaviour of states is shaped by the 

presence and interaction with other states (1979, 65). These theoretical premises are essential for 

understanding alliance behaviour, as the decisions to pursue certain policies are influenced through 

interactions with other states. 

An important additional contribution of Waltz (1979) is a coherent overview of balance-of-power theory, 

which Stephen Walt credits as the most rigorous one (1987, x). According to Waltz, balance-of-power 

theory begins with assuming that states are “unitary actors who, at a minimum, seek their own 

preservation and, at a maximum, drive for universal domination.” (Waltz 1979, 118). Although this vague 

assumption does not give much for theorizing, Waltz goes on to divide actions by states striving for their 

goals into internal efforts, for example increasing military strength or develop strategies, and external 

efforts, strengthening one´s own alliance or weakening the opposing one (ibid 118). Overall, the core of 

balance-of-power theory as explained by Kenneth Waltz lies in the attempts of states to balance out 

concentrations of power in an anarchical system.  

However, this approach misses that states can also consider other factors than only power. Powerful 

states are also not necessarily perceived as threatening, and balance-of-power theory struggles with 

explaining variation in alliance behaviour between states. In his book The Origins of Alliances, Stephen 

Walt (1987) aims to further develop the idea of balance of power and provides the framework of balance-

of-threat theory in his take on examining how and why states choose to ally with specific states against 

specific threats, and the drivers behind these decisions. The difference between the two is in the entity 

against which the alliance is formed: as balance-of-power theory argues on the need to balance against a 

greater power, Walt’s proposition is that alliance forming is better explained through balancing against 

a specific threat. Reflecting the neorealist school of international relations study, Walt takes into 

consideration structural elements of what causes states to form alliances, compared to the classical realist 

explanation of human nature and the desire for power. 

By distinguishing threat as the central concept of alliance behaviour instead of power, Walt combines 

perceived state intentions with more traditional realist factors (Legro & Moravcsik 1999). Walt argues 

that failing to understand how and why alliances are formed can lead to fatal consequences, as has been 

proven in many wars throughout history (1987, 2). According to Walt, the perception of threat is affected 
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by other factors in addition to power: aggregate power, geographic proximity, offensive power, and 

aggressive intentions (1987, 22). These factors together form the basis of a state’s threat assessment, 

which in turn functions as the foundation for decision making on alliance behaviour. Walt argues that 

the greater the states total resources, the greater the threat that it potentially poses. This includes e.g. 

population and industrial capacity. Geographic proximity influences a state’s threat perception, as the 

ability to project power decreases with distance. Thus, a threat closer is more threatening than one far 

away. Offensive power, while obviously a factor influencing threat perceptions, can also lead to different 

outcomes in alliance behaviour. Finally, the level of threat perceived is also influenced by the level of 

perceived level of aggression in their intentions, more likely provoking balancing against them. (Walt 

1987, 22-25) 

Thus, alliance behaviour is ultimately based on strategic calculations, drawn together and formed into a 

state´s grand strategy or issue specific strategies. Walt argues for the central role of threats as defining 

factors of a state’s strategy formation. This also supports using strategy documents of states to explore 

alliance behaviour and factors that shape it. How states respond to threats formulates the basis of many 

policy issues. Walt also examines in his book (1987, 4) if alliance preferences of states can be influenced 

through some policy instruments, and what these could be. He especially focuses on the implications of 

economic and military aid to trust and loyalty among allies.  He introduces the question if alliance 

forming is more likely among states with aligning domestic characteristics, compared to states with 

different internal structures and policy orientations. Understanding this dynamic is central to the research 

on what fundamentally holds alliances together.  

According to Walt (1987, 3) states either seek alliances to balance out the threatening power, or 

bandwagon with the most threatening state in an attempt avoid harm to themselves. He (ibid, 5) presents 

three main arguments on the origins of alliances. Firstly, he argues that in the dichotomy between 

balancing and bandwagoning, the former is significantly more common. Secondly, he suggests that 

ideology, as Kenneth Waltz proposed, has been misunderstood as a critical motive for alliance forming, 

and balancing is a much more powerful force. He even argues that certain ideologies naturally lead to 

competition and thus confrontation, rather than alignment and allying. Thirdly, external policy influence, 

economic or political, by itself do not significantly affect the formation of an alliance. The root for the 

formation of international alliances is either balancing or bandwagoning behaviour of states, when faced 

with a significant external threat. The choice between the two is fundamentally the decision between 

being with or against the source of external threat and also implicates a fundamental difference in the 
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core nature of security. Would balancing be the dominant trend, states would be generally safer as 

external threats through aggression would face common opposition. Then again bandwagoning as the 

more common practice would mean the aggressor generally attracts more allies, strengthening their 

relative power compared to their enemies. (ibid, 17) 

The nature of threats as understood through balance-of-threat theory follows a traditional neorealist 

approach of state-centrism (Haughton et al. 2023). The perspective is state-centric, in that states are the 

key actors and objects of study. Also, threats are posed by states or alliances of states and towards other 

states or alliances.2 With the elements of balance-of-threat theory, for example the sources of threat like 

offensive power, a non-state actor is hardly able to pose such a threat to a state. Additionally, alliance 

behaviour as the object of study also does not accommodate non-state actors, as alliances are defined as 

treaties among states. 

When confronted by a significant external threat, states may either balance or bandwagon. 

Balancing is defined as allying with others against the prevailing threat; bandwagoning refers to 

alignment with the source of danger. (Walt 1987, 17) 

Balancing behaviour reflects the core logic of balance of power theory. States attempt to counter a threat 

or opposing force by joining in an alliance to balance the distribution of power between themselves and 

the adversary. Balancing behaviour occurs for two main reasons. First, allying with the dominant power 

poses an existential risk for the state, if the more powerful party becomes a hegemon and develops to be 

hostile. Thus, it is safer to join the side that are not able to dominate over their allies. Second, joining the 

side with less power also increases the potential influence the new member of that alliance can have 

within the framework. This compared to joining the dominating side on which the limited relative gain 

of power through the new member state joining also narrows its ability to impact policies, should thus 

be the logical choice. (Walt 1987, 18-19). 

According to Walt (ibid, 20), there is a positive correlation between perceived power of a state, and the 

power other states are drawn to ally with it. Then again weakness of a state increases the likelihood of 

its allies choosing neutrality or bandwagoning with the opposing side (ibid, 20-21). Thus, bandwagoning 

behaviour leans on the supposition of the power of momentum. Put into the exemplary context of a 

 
2 This is indicated implicitly in Walt (1987) for example on pages 8, 19, and 27 through references to ”threatening states and 
coalitions” 
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bipolar world order, if power A shows any sign of weakness or failure to be the dominant party, states 

including allies of power A would begin to shift towards power B, thus “bandwagoning” the perceived 

dominant side.  The logic behind bandwagoning is twofold and with very different goals. Firstly, states 

bandwagoning make the assumption that through an appeasement towards the aggressor, they are able to 

dodge the threat (ibid, 21). This logic for bandwagoning behaviour is clearly purely defensive in nature. 

The second reason is “sharing the spoils of victory”, by aligning with the side they assume will win the 

conflict, thus hoping for territorial or economic gains (ibid, 21). This logic of course is purely offensive.  

One might question whether realist notions of international relations are still credible and utilizing them 

in research is thus relevant. As Legro & Moravcsik (1999) named their article “Is Anybody Still a 

Realist?” or as Sondhaus (2006, preface 7) formulated discussing realism by saying that he felt like 

“beating a dead horse”. Nonetheless he also came to the conclusion that realism still is policy relevant 

and influencing decision-making on the highest levels of state. In the current unstable times, marked by 

the re-emergence of power politics, conflict, and competition, realism continues to offer valuable insights 

about existential security considerations of states navigating the currently developing landscape. And as 

discussed before, realism also has the ability to adapt and refine its claims, although sometimes criticized 

by traditionalist scholars.  

Legro & Moravcsik (1999) challenge Walt´s balance-of-threat theory for this, arguing that it undermines 

theoretical coherence of both neorealism and realist theory in general. Criticizing Walt´s theory of 

balancing power being replaced by balancing threats, Legro & Moravcsik (1999) argue that Walt 

hampers any nonrealist empirical challenges to his theory by claiming it theory as realist: 

“…interpretations of the intentions of others play a central role in the alliances that occur, and these are 

shaped in turn by the compatibility of strategic beliefs and perceptions held by different countries, as 

epistemic theory predicts”. Bock & Henneberg (2013) have examined balance-of-threat theory and 

concluded that balancing behaviour tends to fail and even backfire, making the behaviour 

counterproductive. Robert Keohane (1988, 174) also points out the lack of institutional perspective even 

in a theoretical application on alliances, as a general weakness of neorealism. He also strongly critiques 

Walt´s suggestions directly: “Yet balance of threat theory requires so much information – about 

perceptions as well as objective facts – that it has relatively little theoretical power of its own. It restates 

what we already believe more than providing us with new insights” (ibid, 172). Snyder (1991, 128) 

describes the balancing-bandwagoning dichotomy of balance-of-threat theory as an “… unfortunate 

vehicle for the analysis of alliance formation”, as the setting limits out the variety of options states 
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actually have on threats and alignment. Snyder (1991) also adds that Walt seems to focus on a post-

WWII bipolar world order in his accounts on systemic factors, while the theory could have been enriched 

through consideration on also multipolar systems. This is especially as for example bandwagoning, as 

Snyder argues, is significantly more common in the context of multipolarity (ibid). 

However, the limits of the dichotomy have been recognized, and as discussed before, for example 

Bloomfield (2016, 262-264) better reflects on the whole spectrum of alliance behaviour possibilities, and 

Bock & Henneberg (2013) present a comprehensive account on different variations of the more common 

balancing behaviour. Even Keohane (1988) admits that balance-of-threat theory is a significant 

contribution to neorealist tradition. Balance-of-threat theory does not abandon basic neorealist 

assumptions of the anarchic nature of the international system, in which states aim to survive and secure 

their position through rational behaviour. Neorealist thinking, although in some instances limited by its 

simplistic approach, provides robust and effective arguments about alliances, and thus the framework of 

this study. Macdonald´s (1989) argument of Walt´s approach underestimating the influence of ideology 

on alliance behaviour can in this thesis be countered with the insights from strategic culture. While 

Snyder´s (1991) arguments on balance-of-threat theory lacking on its generalizability to multipolar 

systems can be seen to have merit, the sources of threat Walt presents (1987, 21-26) are relevant 

regardless of systemic level polarity. Thus, making claims about for example the prevalence of balancing 

and bandwagoning on a metatheoretical level across systems is not relevant here, as this thesis only aims 

to explore the alliance behaviour in two cases. 

3.2. The History and Theory of Strategic Culture 

The strategic culture approach on study of foreign policy investigates the influence of cultural context 

on strategic preferences (Poore 2018). Through examining the cultural context, or “formative experiences 

of the state and its evolving cultural characteristics” researchers can assess how it shapes strategic 

interests (ibid, 39). The concept of strategic culture was first presented by Jack Snyder, a researcher of 

the well-known American RAND Corporation in his 1977 research on potential Soviet responses and 

factors affecting them regarding U.S. nuclear operations (Snyder 1977). Snyder´s goal was to examine 

how Soviet nuclear strategy decision making could better be understood from an American point of view. 

Strategic culture offered an explanation on differences in national nuclear weapons policies, moving 

forward from analysis based on assumptions of what was regarded as purely rational actors from a 

national perspective, and presenting the conclusion of each state having a unique framework of strategic 

culture that shapes decision making. Thus, the understanding of what is considered “rational” can also 
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differ significantly between cultures, risking misinterpretation by analysts not familiar with a state’s 

strategic culture. Snyder (1977, 8) defined strategic culture as “the sum total of ideas, conditioned 

emotional responses, and patterns of habitual behaviour that members of a national strategic community 

have acquired through instruction or imitation and share with each other with regard to nuclear strategy”. 

This definition of course was clearly formed in the nuclear weapons strategy focus of the Cold War 

period, but it encompasses the same essential elements of strategic culture that are present in later 

applications to other topics as well.  

Research on strategic culture has through its applications gained popularity and credibility, but it is still 

a challenging concept. This is due to the difficulty of defining a vague concept like culture, and especially 

its influence (or lack of) on decision making. Since the 1990s as constructivism developed to be one of 

the most significant theoretical schools of IR, strategic culture research has been tied more closely to the 

ontological assumptions of the constructivist framework (Seppo 2017, 25). For example, the well-known 

constructivist Alexander Wendt argued that culture takes many forms like norms, rules, and threat-

systems, and culture is “present wherever shared knowledge is found” (Wendt 1999, 140-141). However, 

it still does not form a coherent theory itself, as according to Seppo (2017, 23) it can be perceived as 

more of an instrument consisting of theoretical propositions aimed at having explanatory power. New 

approaches have also emerged utilizing computational social science methods and discursive 

institutionalism theory (Libel 2018). This approach then again suffers from challenges of moving away 

from the mainstream qualitative approach, and lack of comparable datasets. 

The research of strategic culture has developed through three “generations” of strategic culture studies, 

a division first introduced by Johnston (1995a, 5). The first generation, which also Snyders research from 

1977 represents, is interested in the nationally and historically embedded nature of strategic culture. The 

second generation is more focused on the instrumentalization of strategic culture, and the third variance 

in strategic choice through strategic culture and its factors. It has also been argued that strategic culture 

research is currently in its fourth generation, in which strategic culture is being viewed as a product of 

competing subcultures. (Seppo 2017, 23-25) This fourth generation study is especially focused on 

examining the change of strategic cultures. Although the emergence of these generations of research can 

roughly be placed to certain time periods, they are not bound to them. The generations should be 

understood more as different methodological and conceptual schools and a useful way to perceive them, 

rather than phases of chronological development. Debate between the generations is still to some extent 

ongoing this day, and applications and re-examinations of generation-specific features regarding the 
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concept and research of strategic culture are being made. Nevertheless, these generations will be 

discussed next. 

The First Generation 

The so-called first generation of strategic culture studies emerged during the Cold War, mainly in the 

1970s and 1980s. Scholars of strategic culture in this period were mostly strategists and policy analysts, 

focusing on solving practical challenges of U.S. security policy. In addition to the pioneering research 

by Jack Snyder (1977), seminal work includes for example by Colin Gray and Carnes Lord, focusing 

especially on developing the concept further for analysis, and the national strategic styles of superpowers 

and nuclear policy (see for example Gray 1981 & 1981b; Lord 1985). Another important starting point 

for the study of strategic culture is Ken Booths book Strategy and Ethnocentrism (1979), raising the issue 

of how ethnocentrism can interfere with rational strategic planning, and pointing out that strategists need 

to take this bias into account to avoid flawed analysis of international relations. Going further, in his 

article Colin Gray (1981b) proposed that there is a unique American strategic culture or style, which has 

been formed by the geopolitical, historical, economical and other experiences, that characterize the 

American citizen. He also claimed, that within this strategic culture all strategic defence policy ideas are 

debated and decided, and it is possible to understand previous, and even predict future strategic decisions 

through understanding the framework of this American strategic culture. In general, Gray provides a 

broad understanding of strategic culture, leaning heavily on historical development and continuity. He 

also puts significant emphasis on the supposed influence strategic culture has, and as mentioned suggests 

it providing the boundaries within which strategic decisions on existential matters are made. 

The Second Generation 

As first-generation scholars were still quite dispersed methodologically and conceptually, second 

generation scholars focused on enriching the analytical rigor of strategic culture studies by also 

expanding the focus beyond only the great power nuclear dilemma. Especially, the second generation 

focused on exploring the connection between strategic culture and behaviour: “the second-generation 

literature begins from the premise that there is potentially a vast difference between what leaders think 

and say they do and the deeper motives for doing what they in fact do” (Johnston 1995a, 15). The second 

generation has somewhat been left in an offside of academic discussion, as the debate between the first 

and third generations, especially Gray and Johnston has formed the contributions to strategic culture 

theorizing (Lock 2010). However, this has been argued to be less than surprising, as especially the work 
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of a key second generation scholar Bradley Klein represents a post-positivist approach, which has not 

been able to establish a comparable credibility to mainstream theories within the field (Lock 2010). Lock 

also argues, that although Klein´s understanding of strategic culture might at first seem similar to that of 

first-generation scholar Colin Gray, there are some essential differences, mainly in the constructed nature 

of social reality, the scope of strategic culture and politics of strategy, and the relationship between 

strategic culture and practice (Lock 2010). Klein also utilized a Gramscian understanding of the state: 

“To study strategic culture is to study the cultural hegemony of organized state violence” (Klein 1988). 

Klein broadened the understanding of strategic culture as a concept significantly, pointing out that 

scholars should be analysing practices and narratives that shape the identities of communities and 

strategic behaviour. 

Then again, the second generation also included novel and interesting arguments. It has been claimed 

that strategic culture necessarily does not affect strategic behaviour, in some cases at all, as for example, 

well-known second-generation scholar Reginald Stuart proposed in his research on American history, 

that in some cases the strategic culture of a state can remain on the level of a myth (Stuart 1982, reference 

from Johnston 1995a, 15-16). Additionally, Stuart’s work implies that a state can have more than one 

strategic culture (ibid). However, this can be seen to only raise more questions than provide solutions. 

The second generation offered a more nuanced take on strategic culture compared to first generation 

scholars, who defined it as more deterministic and stable. Second-generation literature challenged this 

also by arguing that strategic culture is shaped over time, and also subject to interpretation by political 

elites (Seppo 2017, 23). As mentioned, even though the second generation is not engaged with as much 

within the field and general debate on strategic culture, it offered significant enrichment to its 

conceptualization. 

The Third Generation 

The third generation can be seen to have emerged for the desire to further strengthen the methodological 

and empirical rigor of strategic culture research. This is as it was especially interested in the empirical 

testing of strategic culture as an independent variable that determines state behaviour (Biehl et al. 2013, 

10). The previous generations had not strived for such a positivist approach but focused more on practical 

applications to great power relations, and post-positivist conceptual discussions. Alastair Iain Johnston, 

one of the most prominent scholars of strategic culture and especially the flag bearer of the third 

generation, described previous analysis on cross-national differences in strategic behaviour as 

“fundamentally hampered by empirically untestable conceptualizations of strategic culture” (Johnston 
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1995a, 32). He also criticized the second-generation literature for not taking a comparative case study 

approach to study empirically how discourses and symbolic languages narrow down a debate, referring 

to the restrictive and directive nature of strategic culture socialization of decision-making elites (ibid, 

18). In general, this is a common challenge in research on strategic culture, as developing a solid 

methodology for a contested and somewhat vague concept like culture is everything but easy. 

As an attempt for a solution, Johnston (1995a) proposed a framework for testing the effects of strategic 

culture on strategic behaviour and decision-making, applying it to his case study on Chinese military use 

of force and strategic culture in the Ming-dynasty. This framework is based on two fundamental 

principles: the ability to determine the existence of strategic culture across time and actors in a way that 

it forms a dominant variable in decision-making, and secondly if the strategic culture actually influences 

the decisions made on security strategy by the state’s elites. According to Johnston, both of these tests 

have to succeed before the analytic value of strategic culture can be assessed (ibid, 32). On the other 

hand, Johnston also points out some shortcomings that need to be addressed in third-generation work. In 

addition to the incomparability of third generation work to previous research due to the significantly 

different empirical approach, Johnston argues that  

Realism can be, in fact, quite indeterminate about predictions of strategic choice. It is therefore 

hard to set up conclusive tests pitting realist predictions about strategic choice against ideational, 

cultural or normative models without providing very strict and clear definitions of interests in the 

realism model. (ibid, 20). 

Other prominent authors of this generation include for example Jeffrey Legro, who studied why 

Germany, and the United Kingdom decided to still to some extent cooperate during World War II, and 

concluded that especially organizational culture, or “the beliefs and customs that dominated the military 

services of states – determined when cooperation succeeded or failed” (Legro 1994, preface, 10). 

Building on this approach, Elizabeth Kier (1997) applied organizational culture to explore choices on 

military doctrines, with a case of France and the United Kingdom. She claimed that culture is the superior 

way to examine and understand military doctrine:  

…conventional explanations are intermediate of a country´s choice of military doctrine, and 

civilians and the military do not behave as hypothesized by realist and functional analyses. 

Instead, it is the distribution of power at the domestic level and a military´s organizational culture 

that are the key determinants of civilian and military preferences (ibid, 140). 
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Working on the methodological challenges of strategic culture and continuing the third-generations 

comparative take, is also the collection of country case studies by Glenn et. al. (2004), taking a directly 

comparative approach on cultural and realist explanations on strategic considerations. These reflect well 

the empirical goals of the third generation, as they aimed to compare the explanatory power of strategic 

culture to traditional, especially realist, explanations on strategic behaviour of states. These criticisms of 

realist positions from cultural and generally more ideational standpoints also reflects the way of the times, 

as constructivism was rapidly gaining a stronger foothold.  

The Gray-Johnston Debate and Fourth Generation 

When discussing the theory of strategic culture, it is rather mandatory to also include an overview of the 

most significant division and debate within the field. As mentioned, first generation scholars, most 

prominently Colin Gray, had an arguably deterministic view on the role of strategic culture, claiming 

strong influence on a state’s strategic behaviour, but avoided breaking the concept down to a measurable 

variable. The third generation and Alastair Johnston then again focused especially on empirical testing, 

and comparative analysis of strategic culture and traditional theoretical models, mainly realism. This 

division, following back and forth discussion on strategic cultures methodological and conceptual limits, 

constituted the Gray-Johnston debate. Essentially focused on whether strategic culture and strategic 

behaviour can or should be distinguished from each other, the debate between the Gray-school and 

Johnston-school constitutes the key gap in strategic culture research.  

Criticizing Gray´s “untestable” proposition of how strategic culture should be understood; Johnston 

proposed a falsifiable theoretical framework to study the influence of strategic culture to strategic 

behaviour (Johnston 1995a, 32). Johnston noted that with the first-generation vague and all-

encompassing definition of strategic culture and its influence on behaviour, there is very little room for 

non-strategic culture explanations to behaviour, making testing impossible (Johnston 1995b). Gray´s 

reply challenges this approach, criticizing Johnstons understanding of strategic culture and behaviour 

being conceptually separable and argues that strategic culture should be understood more in form of a 

cultural context, instead of something “out there”. Gray rejects Johnstons demand for a notion of strategic 

culture that is at the very least “distinguishable from nonstrategic cultural variables” (Johnston 1995b, 

45; Gray 1999, 54). Gray claims that cultural context is not separable from people themselves; strategic 

culture is not only out there, also it is within us; we; our institutions, our behaviour, are the context.” 

(Gray 1999, 53). He also argues that Johnston´s call for a definition of strategic culture that is falsifiable, 

definitions formed not to characterize the nature of the subject, but for theory building are likely to be 
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flawed and misleading (Gray 1999). In his answer, Johnston questions the authority and applicability of 

Gray´s references to sociology and anthropology in conceptualizing strategic culture and argues that 

behaviour needs to be treated as a dependent variable to examine whether a certain strategic culture 

affects strategic behaviour (Johnston 1999). 

This debate also has implications outside the scientific discussion and research. Strategic culture has 

become more of a mainstream concept in the past years. For example, in Finland a recorded lecture of 

university lecturer at the University of Jyväskylä and former deputy chief of intelligence of the Finnish 

defence forces general staff Martti J. Kari gained over a million of views on internet platforms and also 

received significant attention from traditional media in Finland. In this lecture Kari applies strategic 

culture to explain why Russia “acts the way it does” (Kari 2018, translation Lankinen). Although 

recorded in 2018, the lecture especially gained attention in spring 2022 after the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. In such a fundamental shift in the sense of security, the public demanded answers from experts 

to why all this was happening, and cultural aspects proved somewhat efficient in doing so. Thus, a debate 

on the fundamental aspects of strategic culture can significantly limit the explanatory credibility of the 

concept and also limit application to the work of policy analysts and advisors. As it is clear that strategic 

culture can in some cases offer useful analytical tools and to some extent explanatory power, it remains 

a significant challenge and ongoing duty of scholars to develop the rigor of strategic culture. 

Still, one should not be discouraged to use and further develop strategic culture. As a solution to the 

entrenched debate between interpretivist and explanatory approaches, a form of middle road has been 

proposed by using the concept of “explicative understanding”, avoiding positivist prediction, but also 

providing more than mere descriptive accounts (Bloomfield & Nossal 2007). Also on a positive note, 

Lock (2010) points out that despite the ongoing debate and challenges to conceptualizing strategic 

culture, there are at least two arguments that most scholars agree to: Firstly: “due to cultural differences 

across security communities, different communities will make different strategic choices when faced 

with the same security environment.” and second: “particular communities are likely to exhibit consistent 

and persistent strategic preferences over time.” These arguments are accepted in this thesis also. 

Moving beyond the debate, a contemporary line of research has emerged that has been described as the 

fourth generation of strategic culture studies (Libel 2016, 138). Rejecting both the positions of Gray and 

Johnston, the fourth generation focuses especially on change of strategic culture and approaches it from 

the conceptualization of strategic sub-cultures as its drivers:  
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Specifically, if we accept that a state's strategic culture contains a number of ‘strategic cognitive 

schemas’ – subcultures – which coexist and compete for influence over the making of strategic 

decisions, we can begin to solve the excessive-continuity problem by noting that these subcultures 

exist in changeable relations of dominance, subordination and latency relative to each other. 

(Bloomfield 2012, 452) 

In Bloomfields model, the change of strategic culture is thus explained through the constant competition 

of strategic subcultures, and their relative power and thus influence to strategic behaviour. He also claims 

that it is possible to predict a change in the dominant subculture, and even which of the subordinate 

subcultures is most likely going to become dominant (Bloomfield 2012). This approach on the other hand 

suffers from its way of understanding the role of epistemic communities in driving change in strategic 

culture:  

The elevated role of sub-cultures also suggests – wrongly, in my view – that the primary cause 

for policy change within strategic culture is basically reducible to the differences in worldviews 

between these epistemic communities; i.e. change is dependent on the interests of the domestic 

political hegemon that is presumed to be ideationally firmly attached to certain epistemic 

community. (Seppo 2017, 29). 

Overall, the concept of strategic culture still suffers from significant aspects being contested. The 

conceptual clarity is still challenged, although some key elements have been established. Methodological 

issues are still present and being debated, although there is movement past the entrenched 

understanding/explaining debate of Gray and Johnston. Jeffrey Lantis outlined some concrete next steps 

for developing the credibility and rigor of strategic culture research. These include most importantly the 

development of a common definition, exploring the origins of strategic culture, identifying keepers of 

strategic culture, and developing models of strategic cultural change (Lantis 2006). Still, while currently 

no single model is able to overcome these challenges, the study of strategic culture remains an important 

tool for analysing the strategic behaviour of states. Summarizing the conceptual development and 

different approaches within the tradition of strategic culture, the following table describes how each 

generation of strategic culture research understands the influence of the concept on state behaviour. 
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Table 2. Summary of strategic culture research development (Adapted version of illustration by Seppo 

2017, 25) 

 How does strategic culture influence state 
behaviour? 

What is 
strategic 
culture? 

1st generation: strategic 
style, a context for 

evaluation 

Strategic culture functions as the context for 
strategic decision-making in that it contains the 
attitudes and ways in which strategic beliefs and 
attitudes convey a picture of how a polity would 
act when faced with a certain crisis situation. 
These attitudes and strategic beliefs reveal the 
nationally and historically embedded nature of 
strategic culture. Strategic policy making cannot 
happen outside of this context, and it can be 

possible to even predict future decisions through 
understanding a country´s specific strategic 

culture. 

2nd generation: domain of 
political instrumentality 

 

Strategic culture is essentially a myth, at best it 
functions as a resource in security and defence 
policy issues that can be instrumentally 

harnessed and interpreted by policy actors. These 
actors are not ‘encultured’ to the degree that they 
actually have a hidden agenda beyond what they 
actually think and speak. Strategic culture is not 
static, and it is even possible for a state to have 

multiple existing strategic cultures 
simultaneously. 

3rd generation: explanatory 
concept that is falsifiable 

 

Strategic culture is a set of specific, ranked 
security and defence policy preferences 
expressed in strategic ideas and beliefs 
established over time, which have a direct 

impact on actual policy choice. 

4th generation: site of 
struggle over political 

hegemony 

 

Strategic culture is a social mechanism, which 
consists of epistemic communities that constitute 
the core of strategic sub-cultures within strategic 
culture, which strive for hegemony in security 

and defence policy. 
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The table highlights the fundamentally different understandings of the nature of strategic culture. The 

first generation emphasizes the contextual role of strategic culture, outside which no strategic 

policymaking can be made. The second generation disagrees with this all-encompassing definition and 

claims even instrumentalizing strategic culture as a myth in political domains possible. The third 

generation is well-known for its strongly positivistic approach, while the fourth generation introduces 

the additional conceptualization of several “sub-cultures” forming within strategic culture. This thesis 

aligns with the understanding of the first generation and Colin Gray (1981b), in that all strategic-level 

decisions are made within a context of strategic culture. Through this understanding, strategic culture 

can effectively be used as a contextualizing tool alongside balance-of-threat theory, as the influence of 

cultural factors is examined on all phases of alliance behaviour decisions. 

Despite challenges of conceptual clarity, a key task is formulating a definition for the concept fit for this 

thesis. As discussed before, the exact definition of strategic culture remains disagreed upon, although the 

basic idea is mostly accepted across the field. To address the debate between different generations of 

strategic culture studies, this thesis aligns with the Gray-school or first generation of strategic culture. 

Strategic culture is seen as a context for all decision making, as “everything a security community does 

is encultured” (Gray 1999, 52).3 In line with first generation scholars, strategic culture is thus here 

understood as a behaviour shaping context, and not as a defining cause for certain policy. The first 

generation sees strategic culture as a supplementary factor to better understand state behaviour (Korteweg 

2011, 48). Gray also argues that strategic behaviour and culture cannot be separated, as Johnson does, 

but culture is what gives meaning to practice (Gray 1999, 52; Johnston 1995b) Kari & Pynnöniemi (2023) 

for example resort to the conceptualization of the third generation and Johnston, arguing for its structured 

approach to strategic culture, in which strategic culture divided into sub concepts. While justified, in this 

thesis alliance behaviour is structured through the analytical tool also implementing balance-of-threat 

theory, cancelling the need for a structured approach on strategic culture as well. For the purposes of this 

thesis, strategic culture is defined combining the definitions of Seppo:  

 
3 Refer back to Table 2 for summary of different generations of strategic culture studies 
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Strategic culture consists of specific strategic thinking and strategic practices the purpose of 

which is to establish clarity regarding the potential policy outcomes of questions and choices 

related to peace and war and the use of military force. (Seppo 2017, 2) 

and Techau: 

Strategic culture is that set of shared beliefs, assumptions, and models of behaviour, derived from 

common experiences and accepted narratives (both oral and written), that shape collective 

identity and relationships to other groups, and which determine appropriate ends and means for 

achieving foreign policy and security objectives. (Techau 2011, 72; adopted mostly from Johnson 

& Larsen 2006) 

Thus, in this thesis strategic culture consists of specific strategic thinking and practices aimed at 

establishing clarity regarding potential policy outcomes related to peace, war, and the use of military 

force. It is a set of shared beliefs, assumptions, and models of behaviour, derived from common 

experiences and accepted narratives, that shape collective identity and influence relationships with other 

groups. These factors determine the appropriate ends and means for achieving foreign policy, security 

objectives, and shaping alliance behaviour, guiding how states form, maintain, and act within alliances. 

Through combining elements from the two previous definitions, the concept captures both the role of 

strategic culture in the process of strategic thinking and practices brought up by Seppo, but also explicitly 

mentions the factors forming it, common experiences and accepted narratives outlined by Techau. This 

offers for a more comprehensive understanding of strategic culture. 

3.3. Strategic Culture as a Supplementary Framework 

On their own rationalist theories, like neorealism, can have trouble explaining differences in state´s 

decisions on multilateral security and alliances facing similar geopolitical environments, constraints, and 

threats. When differences arise in the way states respond to similar external environments, the focus turns 

to the domestic features of the state which affect the outcome of foreign policy (Schweller 2004). While 

structural factors like power and geography are recognized as important also by culturalist scholars, 

culture has independent explanatory power through the cultural context shaping preferences (Kier 1995). 

Additionally, while neorealist insights on structural factors like balance of relative power are useful, they 

are only partial (Katzenstein 1996, 13-18). Kenneth Waltz, to which Stephen Walt also leans on for the 

foundations of balance of power and further developing balance-of-threat theory, also explicitly points 
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out that internal matters of states are not relevant for the framework (Waltz 1979, 121-122). The 

connection between structural factors and how policymakers perceive them subjectively due to strategic 

culture remains unclear (Rose 1998). A complementary perspective is thus needed to fill the gaps that 

balance-of-threat theory leaves open, while still not discarding the useful insights it provides for alliance 

behaviour analysis. 

While strategic culture cannot determine behaviour as such, it can be used to determine a more likely 

choice of behaviour. Based on understanding of a state’s strategic culture, a more “appropriate” 

behaviour can be determined, which is more likely to occur than the “inappropriate” behaviour (Meyer 

2005).  In this research, strategic culture will be used alongside neorealist theory of international relations 

to study the strategic behaviour, more specifically alliance behaviour of Germany and the United 

Kingdom. Using strategic culture as a contextual lens complementary to the balancing/bandwagoning -

division offers the possibility to a more interpretive analysis, while still retaining the analytical simplicity 

and rigor of more positivist approaches. In fact, strategic culture can be seen as particularly useful when 

it is used to supplement more traditional theoretical schools of international relations (Degaut 2020). 

Drawing together the relationship between ideational and material or structural approaches, Johnston 

argues that: 

Since cultures are attributes of and vary across states, similar strategic realities will be interpreted 

differently. So the problem for culturalists is to explain similarities in strategic behaviour across 

varied strategic cultures. Conversely, the problem for structuralists is to explain differences in 

strategic behaviour across strategic cultures when structural conditions are constant. (Johnston 

1995) 

Thus, to form a more comprehensive understanding of alliance behaviour, an approach combining the 

two can prove fruitful. As discussed above, balance-of-threat theory has received critique from more 

traditionalist realist scholars, as it incorporates factors like threat perception and perceived level of 

aggression, which awkwardly fit into a materialist understanding, if at all. These are also elements that 

fall into the core area of strategic culture, as historical experiences, norms, and established practices have 

a significant influence on the way threat or aggression are perceived by policymakers. This can be seen 

as an opening for a combinative approach incorporating strategic culture, as they already share at least 

some common ground. In other words, on the road of merging approaches between structural realists and 

culturalists, Walts balance-of-threat is the first stop. Strategic culture focuses on the historical and 
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internal factors of a state, bridging the gap left by structural explanations. Thus, using strategic culture 

in this research should prove useful. 

In the debate between structural and cultural scholars of international relations, the possible role of 

strategic culture when combined with or put against structural explanations has been left unclarified. For 

example, in Katzenstein´s (1996) work The Culture of National Security, authors can be seen to differ 

greatly on this definition. Desch (2005, 2) summarizes the ambiguity in his article: “Although it is 

obvious that cultural theories seek to challenge the realist research program, the key question is whether 

the new strategic culturalism supplants or supplements realist explanations?” Strategic culture has been 

argued to have at least three ways it can supplement structural theories in national security. Firstly, 

cultural factors can be able to explain lag in change of state behaviour after a structural change in its 

environment constituting a need for change. Secondly, a cultural approach can be able to explain why 

some states do not adapt to “the constraints of the international system” as would be rational but choose 

to rather weather out the negative effects of failing to adapt. Thirdly, cultural internal features can have 

more impact in situations where a structural explanation comes out indeterminate. (Desch 2005, 5) 

On the other hand, arguments have also been made that a supplementary role as Desch suggests does not 

do the concept of strategic culture justice (for example Keating 2004 in Biehl et al. 2013, 10). However, 

this thesis aligns with a neoclassical realist position in acknowledging the primacy of realist theory 

relative to cultural factors in explaining behaviour (Rose 1998). According to Desch (ibid, 2) “the new 

culturalism in security studies” without traditional structural theories offer only very limited additional 

explanatory power. Thus, incorporating strategic culture can prove fruitful from a theoretical perspective, 

attempting to bridge the gap in the debate between structural and cultural approaches, but also reasonably 

justified from an empirical perspective. 

Alexander Wendt (1999, 92-94) claims that there are two ways of framing the idealism-materialism 

debate. The one Wendt focuses on himself examines how ideas constitute material causes for state policy, 

claiming that material causes to state action are constituted by ideas (ibid, 94). This perspective very 

fundamentally challenges the materialist theory approaches. This thesis however aligns more with the 

second, according to Wendt more dominant approach, in which ideas are treated as “intervening 

variables”, that explain some proportion of state behaviour beyond what is caused by materialist factors 

like power and interests (ibid, 93). He (ibid, 93) also goes on to criticize this approach, in which he claims 

ideas are left with the role of “merely mopping up unexplained variance” as factors derived from factors 

like power and interests. However, this perspective underestimates the importance of ideas, or in the case 



 

30 
 

of this thesis strategic culture. Strategic culture does not only “mop up” unexplained state behaviour but 

can be seen to work as a contextual tool to interpret material factors. On the other hand, Wendt´s other 

claim of ideas fully defining material factors might go too far, as strategic culture should still be primarily 

understood as complementary and shaping how for example legitimacy of certain state behaviour is 

measured, not defining material factors. 

Generally, strategic culture research suffers from the tendency of forming analysis by drawing on 

historical anecdotes. Strategic culture, which as discussed suffers from a lack of conceptual clarity, could 

also benefit empirical rigor of a combinatory approach specifically with a structural realist model like 

balance-of-threat theory. This is especially the case with the first-generation “contextual” definition of 

strategic culture applied in this thesis, towards which the sharpest critique from scholars like Johnston 

has been on the lack of empirical applicability. Gray (2007, 4) admits, that a comprehensive 

understanding of a state’s strategic culture is difficult to achieve, and complex to operationalize. Thus, 

adding the widely recognized empirical rigor of a structural realist model and setting strategic culture 

into its contextual role can add to the credibility of claims on state behaviour. Importantly, the joining of 

these two approaches is arguably best done specifically in this analytical sequence, in which the structural 

theory is first used to determine the factors of state behaviour to be examined, after which a preliminary 

analysis based on the neorealist logic is done. Only after this is strategic culture added to the mix to 

interpret the results of the first phase, enriching the observations. On the other hand, the possibility should 

not be limited of instead of verifying the findings of the structural phase, the cultural analysis could lead 

to a completely opposite conclusion. In this situation it is left for further analysis or the discretion of the 

author to determine the more convincing outcome. 

3.4. Multiparadigmatic Approaches: Neoclassical Realism and Analytic 
Eclecticism 

Theoretical options combining system and domestic-level factors to explain state behaviour include 

neoclassical realism. According to Gideon Rose (1998), who coined the name “neoclassical realism” for 

the approach, followers of the theory see relative material power capabilities as the defining factor of a 

state´s foreign policy, but these systemic pressures need to be interpreted through intervening unit-level 

variables. Rose (1998) claims that policymakers do not have the freedom to direct national resources to 

foreign policies as they might wish, which is why domestic factors need to be assessed in addition to the 

traditional realist power considerations, hence the name neoclassical realism. Neoclassical realism 
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employs internal factors as “intervening variables” between independent system level incentives and the 

formation of foreign policy (Rose 1998). Ripsman et al. (2016) mark strategic culture one of several 

“intervening variables”, alongside leader images, state-society relations, and domestic institutions. Glenn 

(2009) notes that with neoclassical realism, there might be some common ground for cooperation with 

strategic culturalists, especially when employing an “epiphenomenal” conception of strategic culture. 

Korteweg (2011) for example has applied a model complementing neoclassical realism with strategic 

culture as the intervening variable to explain variance in the transformation of military policies in 

response to major shifts in the international security environment. 

Neoclassical realism might thus seem to have potential for this thesis as well. Dueck (2005) also found 

in his comparative study on the ability of cultural, offensive realist, and neoclassical realist theories to 

convincingly explain strategic adjustment that neoclassical realism proved the most effective. However, 

this study examines alliance behaviour specifically, thus the established framework of balance-of-threat 

theory developed for this exact purpose, combined with strategic culture, still presents itself as the more 

suitable choice. Walt´s balance-of-threat theory can be seen as a mid-level theory with a more established 

framework, thus more suitable for analysis than the broad all-of-foreign policy approach of neoclassical 

realism. Neoclassical realist systemic logic functions on the same level as Kenneth Waltz´s balance-of-

power theory, from which Walt derived balance-of-threat theory. Doing so he pointed out for example 

the superpower-focus of Waltz, and the lack of explanation for disproportionate concentrations of power 

that have not balanced out over time but kept on gaining power (Walt 1987, x). 

In the research of alliance behaviour, these same criticisms can be aimed at the structural side of 

neoclassical realism. The logic of neoclassical realism works on a grand theory -level, too diffused to 

accurately examine the specific logic of alliance formation. Additionally, narrowing down to only 

strategic culture as a contextual tool, and threat as the main focus of systemic stimuli to the state 

strengthens the analytical rigor of this thesis, avoiding overly loose conclusions drawn from a large 

number of complex and vague features. Neoclassical realism employs four different intervening 

variables: leader image, strategic culture, state-society relations, and domestic institutions. While 

strategic culture is useful and used also here, in the context of alliance behaviour the others are 

questionable. Firstly, decisions on alliances are usually less affected by individual leaders, and complete 

opposites on alliance choices are unlikely. Secondly, strategic culture already covers for example state-

society relations and to some extent even domestic institutions. The organization of domestic institutions 

for example could hardly be said to be a very meaningful factor on a state decision on high-stakes 
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decisions like alliance behaviour. The overlaps and vague nature of neoclassical realisms intervening 

variables highlight the necessity for a more nuanced approach for alliance behaviour study, achieved 

through balance-of-threat theory and strategic culture as the single contextual lens. It is to be noted 

however, that the theoretical setting of this thesis comes fairly close to the neoclassical realist school of 

international relations, thus possible theoretical implications are with discretion applicable. 

Similarly to Ripsman et al. (2016), this thesis aligns with the understanding of priority to systemic factors 

on decision making and influenced to some extent by domestic-level intervening factors. This is due to 

the rigid framework balance-of-threat theory provides for analysing the drivers of threat perceptions and 

alliance behaviour. Other research approaches can reflect different relative weights given to structural 

and cultural-domestic factors. For example, a deterministic understanding of strategic culture as the 

defining element for all state behaviour would give the agency of action solely to the state. On the other 

hand, systemic determinism expressed in some approaches to realism describe the state as only a sailboat 

in a storm, with no domestic influence how decisions are made but only directed by changes in systemic 

determinants. These different relative weights given to systemic and cultural factors are presented in 

figure 1: 

Figure 1: Influence of domestic to systemic-level factors on foreign policy spectrum. (Inspired by 

Ripsman et al. 2016, 5)4 

Domestic determinism, 

complete agency 

Primarily internal, 

moderated by 

structure-level 

factors 

Primarily systemic, 

moderated by 
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Systemic determinism, 

no agency 

  

 

In the field of international relations, combining different theoretical approaches for a more nuanced 

analysis could not be done without addressing the recent trend of analytic eclecticism. Stemming from 

 
4 The lack of “middle ground” incorporating an even level of both structural and internal-level factors can be argued to not be 
feasible, as case-specifically one will always prevail as the more determining factor of foreign and security policy. 
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claims of substantive incompatibility in supply and demand of social sciences, analytic eclecticism is not 

a model of research in itself, but an “intellectual stance” (Sil & Katzenstein 2010, 412). Sil & Katzenstein 

(2010) define analytic eclecticism through three characteristics. Firstly, it takes a pragmatic stance in its 

aim to contribute towards concrete policy issues through theoretical arguments. Secondly, it takes on 

issues that have the “complexity and messiness of particular real-world situations” (ibid, 412). Thirdly, 

it reconstructs complex answers to these issues by combining analysis through different approaches 

usually not employed together, creating more comprehensive conclusions on the specific issues 

compared to the narrower theoretical testing done by traditional theoretical approaches. 

The before discussed neoclassical realist theory also belongs to this trend, alongside with the approach 

applied in this thesis. Building on balance-of-threat theory and strategic culture, the approach in this 

thesis checks all the boxes for analytic eclecticism outlined by Sil & Katzenstein (2010), with the specific 

practical issue being the alliance behaviour of two key actors in European security. Ripsman et al. (2016, 

163-164) highlight the primacy of realist factors in neoclassical realism for explaining state behaviour 

over factors incorporated from other disciplines, arguing that “all neoclassical realist theories are 

multiparadigmatic, but not all multiparadigmatic or eclectic theories are neoclassical realist”. The 

approach of this thesis is a bit of both, sharing the same goal of a more comprehensive and complex 

analysis for a complex issue. It is unequivocally eclectic. However, structural factors are also privileged 

by firstly examining the data through balance-of-threat theory, thus limiting the analysis using strategic 

culture to factors pointed out by it. On the other hand, as discussed before the approach does not adhere 

to the paradigm of neoclassical realism as a whole. Thus, it could be said that neoclassical realism is also 

one of the paradigms that this thesis draws elements from for its multiparadigmatic approach, alongside 

neorealism, balance-of-threat theory, and strategic culture. 
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4. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

4.4. Combinative Analytical Model 

This subchapter defines the analytical model, combining system- and domestic-level explanations to 

alliance behaviour of Germany and the United Kingdom. This thesis employs a combinative model based 

on neorealist balance-of-threat theory and constructivist strategic culture to examine the alliance 

behaviour of Germany and the United Kingdom in 2023. As discussed before, alliance behaviour in this 

thesis is understood as strategic orientations, expressed preferences and rhetorical framings that states 

adopt in their interaction with other states regarding their security. These are then studied through strategy 

documents. Examining alliance behaviour in this context is thus not limited to changes in formal military 

alignment of states, but factors that based on the theoretical framework drive such decisions. 

The structuralist/culturalist debate of international relations theory is a limited perspective, not efficiently 

considering the theoretical and practical need and possibilities for analytic eclecticism and a combinative 

analytical model. The demand for a combinative approach is based on a few key observations about the 

ontological limits of structural and cultural approaches. “Foreign policy choices are made by actual 

political leaders and elites and so it is their perceptions of relative power5 that matter, not simply relative 

quantities of physical resources or forces in being” (Rose 1998, 147). Thus, simply examining material 

factors of threat and other systemic features can in some cases lead to flawed conclusions when aiming 

to explore the formation of alliance behaviour. This shortcoming is supported by strategic culture, as it 

can explain why states sometimes may act against the “structural imperatives of the international system” 

(Desch 2005, 3). Still, following a neoclassical realist rationale, “the scope and ambition of a country´s 

foreign policy is driven first and foremost by its place in the international system and specifically by its 

relative material power capabilities” (Rose 1998, 146). Adhering to the neoclassical realist notion of the 

primacy of structural factors makes sense in the context of this thesis, as neorealist balance-of-threat 

theory provides a superior framework for the analysis of alliance behaviour specifically. Although 

strategic culture provides the domestic context for interpreting the best foreign policy decision, the 

anarchical system provides the context for strategic culture, as the system exerts pressure also on the 

domestic culturalization (Sterling-Folker 1997). 

 
5 Or as in the case of this thesis, threat. 
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Especially realist systemic theory is able to incorporate cultural features of a state into analysis rigorously 

(Sterling-Folker 1997). Complementing balance-of-threat theory with an understanding of strategic 

culture aligning with Colin Gray´s definition of it being a context for state behaviour, allows for a more 

nuanced interpretation of the underlying factors driving alliance behaviour. Balance-of-threat theory 

argues that instead of only power, states build their alliance behaviour based also in response to external 

threats, assessed through aggregate power, proximity, and intentions. Strategic culture is a set of shared 

beliefs and practices based on common experiences and narratives, influencing how a state for example 

determines appropriate strategic behaviour, relates to other states, and also perceives threats.  

Based on purely materialist consideration, Germany and the UK could in principle be expected to behave 

similarly, as their capacity can be considered comparable. On the other hand, the states reflect very 

different strategic cultures based on the contextualizing overview in the next part of this thesis. Through 

a combinative eclectic approach, a more comprehensive understanding of a complex phenomenon is 

attempted, as it cannot be fully explained by a single theoretical approach. The field of IR theory has 

been in a debate between materialist and culturalist approaches, with some attempts towards a synthesis, 

for example neoclassical realism. This research does not attempt to participate in the theoretical debate 

on superiority of either of the theoretical schools but attempts a combinative approach to advance the 

discussion beyond this, focusing especially on the phenomena of alliance behaviour, for which 

specifically the two approaches to be connected have been chosen. Thus, the main goal of this thesis is 

in the somewhat explorative combinative analytical model, and the empirical part of analysing Germany 

and the UK in 2023 functions only as convenient exemplary cases for an initial attempt to put the model 

into practice. This primacy of the theoretical aspect of this thesis compared to the empirical will be 

reflected also in the analysis and discussion, as effort will be spared for a thorough assessment of the 

model’s rigidity, complexity, generalizability, and overall implications on possible added value to the 

theoretical discussion. 

This thesis draws on the methodology of Colin Dueck (2005) in that the analysis begins with a 

contextualization, followed by an examination of firstly realist factors and secondly cultural features, 

finally summing up implications from both towards alliance behaviour. Following the methodology of 

Dueck, balance-of-threat theory and strategic cultural features are considered separately in the analysis, 

until the insights are considered together. However, the approaches differ in that Dueck (2005) aims for 

comparing different theoretical approaches for which one is most convincing, which this thesis does not 

attempt, but aims for an eclectic approach to combine the strengths of two theories towards achieving 
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theoretical and practical insights. For this purpose, strategic culture and balance-of-threat theory are not 

given an equal position within the methodology as in Dueck´s comparative setting, as the pressure of 

threats is considered primary to cultural influence. Neorealist balance-of-threat theory provides robust 

claims and measures for analysing alliance behaviour and its premises, that provide already a feasible 

starting point and main framework for analysis, on which strategic culture is able to provide contextual 

insights and depth for the overall analysis. As strategic culture is the complementary contextual lens in 

this study, the analytical sequence will begin with examining the primary data with balance-of-threat 

theory, followed by the insights of strategic culture. As outlined by Walt (1987, 22) threat perception 

that drives alliance behaviour is affected by four factors:  

Figure 2. 

1. Aggregate power 

2. Geographic proximity 

3. Offensive power 

4. Aggressive intentions 

After considering these as the primary defining elements, the analysis will proceed to the interpretation 

through a strategic cultural lens, considering how the state´s strategic culture might affect the perceptions 

of the four factors, thus influencing the alliance behaviour derived from the data. Constructing alliance 

behaviour, the steps are divided based on balance-of-threat theory focusing on the interpretation of the 

general threat environment and individual threats. Based on this interpretation, considerations on 

potential responses are made. For this, the concept of strategic preference is borrowed from (Johnston, 

1995b) in that based on strategic culture certain responses are seen as more acceptable than others, 

constraining the strategic choices and thus alliance behaviour. Finally, implications of alliance behaviour 

are derived from the results of the two previous steps. The analytical dimensions are thus divided into 

three: 

1. Threat environment and threat interpretation, which also reflects on the actor’s self-definition 

in this context  

Strategic culture 
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2. Strategic preference, focusing on first the material limitations on what measures are to be taken 

to answer to the threats of analytical level 1, and with the assistance of strategic culture then 

outlining what responses are “acceptable”.  

3. Alliance behaviour, translating the results of levels 1 & 2 into implicated concrete action in the 

context of military alliance by the states. 

The analytical dimensions reflect the process of how alliance behaviour is formed, through firstly 

examining the threat, then examining strategic preferences of how the threats need or can be addressed, 

and what the preferred methods for the states are to do so. Finally, the implications of the threat 

perception and strategic preferences translate into alliance behaviour through the decision made by 

strategic policymakers based on the two previous dimensions. All these are shaped by structural and 

cultural factors, which combined in a relative weight form the threat perception, strategic preference, and 

alliance behaviour. This dynamic is illustrated below: 

Figure 3: Causal logic of forming alliance behaviour. 
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4.5. Methodology and Data 

Dueck (2005) argues that in research that incorporates several theoretical traditions, quantitative 

methodology or large sample sizes hinders a closer examination of details within the causal logic behind 

strategic adjustment. He goes on to claim that the solution to this is the use of more than one cases, that 

can then be used in comparative setting (ibid). Thus, a sort of process-tracking is used, in which the 

structural and cultural pressures are examined against the alliance behaviour forming process illustrated 

in figure 3. Almost nothing of importance happens in our society without documents (Asdal & Reinertsen 

2021). Foreign policy and alliance behaviour are no exception, as states use grand strategy documents to 

outline and communicate their values, interests, and goals. Thus, for examining the primary data and 

searching for the themes that construct threat perceptions, strategic preferences, and alliance behaviour, 

qualitative document analysis will be utilized as a general method.  

Document analysis is defined as “a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents—both 

printed and electronic material” (Bowen 2009, 27). Document analysis aims to examine and interpret 

data to gain understanding and develop empirical knowledge based on the source. Documents are 

produced without interference by the researcher. Advantages of document analysis include efficiency, 

availability, and stability, although documents can also suffer from insufficient detail. In the case of state-

produced documents, one key strength is the reliability of the source as a public reflection of the strategic 

level policy interests of the producing state. On the other hand, caution needs to be taken also with state 

produced documents as claims on strategy made in a public document might not necessarily completely 

accurately depict for example pragmatic considerations. Thus, researchers should analyse the meaning 

of the document and interpret its contribution towards the issue at hand carefully. Analysing documents 

begins with a superficial examination of the data, followed by a throughout examination, and finally 

interpretation. (ibid) This sequence will also be followed here. 

Previous research using similar approaches and their methodology, on which this thesis also draws, often 

use the terms “variable” and “factor” to describe structural and cultural features that influence strategic 

behaviour (e.g. Dueck 2005). The term “intervening variable” for domestic-level influence is used for 

example by Gideon Rose (1998), along with Ripsman et al. (2016), all prominent scholars on neoclassical 

realism, and the terms are used also in studies applying the neoclassical realist framework to empirical 

cases (e.g. Korteweg 2011; Schweller 2004). However, prominent first-generation strategic culture 
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scholar Colin Gray (2007, 5) explicitly rejects this formulation used also by Alastair Johnston (: “Culture 

is not an intervening variable. We are all encultured”. This statement reflects the overall understanding 

of the first generation of strategic culture as a context, towards which this thesis also leans to. Still, within 

this conceptualization Gray (2007) notes that culturalists do not claim that strategic culture rarely is the 

prime determinant of behaviour. Thus, although the primary framework is based in the positivist realist 

tradition, this thesis rejects the use of the term “variable” to describe cultural features influencing alliance 

behaviour as it can be seen to refer towards a rigid quantitative approach to the issue. This understanding, 

however, would be reductionist to present such a complex issue as alliance behaviour, which is 

influenced by features from systemic and cultural levels. Here then, the terms factor, feature, theme and 

similar to reflect the complexity and non-exact interpretative nature of qualitative research in the field of 

international relations. 

The following table provides the general outline of the analysis, with description on the intended object 

of analysis and simple examples of themes that would be interpreted towards it. The first pillar of table 

3 states what analytical dimension of the three defined above is meant on that row, followed by the 

description if structural or cultural features are examined, before finally giving the examples of what 

themes would likely be interpreted as elements of the analytical dimension through the defined approach. 

In other words, for example the analytical dimension of threat perceptions is operationalized through 

structural features of the threat, for example perceived capabilities or intentions, which are then identified 

in the data through concrete mentions of themes like military strength and aggressive intent. A similar 

example is presented in table 3 for all analytical dimensions and both a structural and cultural approach 

on them.  
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Table 3: Guiding themes for analysis 

Analytical dimension Description Examples of themes 

Threat perception 
Structural features of perceived 

threat 

Mentions of capabilities, 

aggressive intent, instability, 

proximity 

Threat perception 
How threats are interpreted 

through strategic culture 

References to history, 

ideology, values, traditions 

Strategic preference 
Structural logic of preferred 

response 
Mentions of own capabilities 

Strategic preference 
Cultural influence on strategic 

preference 

References to history, 

ideology, values, traditions 

Alliance behaviour 
Proposed alliance policy 

direction 

Indications on 

balancing/bandwagoning, 

confrontational, cooperative 

Alliance behaviour 

Proposed alliance policy 

direction interpreted through 

strategic culture 

Interpretation if indications 

reflect threat perception and 

strategic preference 

These examples are non-exhaustive and not necessarily concrete examples of themes identified from the 

documents in this study. They function to give the reader an example of what type of elements for 

interpretation are looked for through the document analysis, to make the process as transparent as 

possible. As document analysis and the combinative analytical model support an interpretive approach, 

no certain “keywords” are defined which would lead to a specific conclusion about the context, but 

findings are defined through an overall assessment of the meaning of certain statements, or the lack of 

them in the data. 
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Germany and the United Kingdom provide excellent cases for several reasons. Firstly, both states have 

been extensively analysed using both structural and material methods, theoretical approaches, and 

cultural analysis. This allows for extensive previous literature necessary to support a preliminary attempt 

at a less-orthodox analytical approach. Secondly, both states are essential actors in global and regional 

European security. Both states have significant economic capacity and are also members of the same 

military alliance. And although their military capability can be seen to differ in favour of the UK, the two 

are comparable cases. Thirdly and perhaps most interestingly, despite the common factors presented, it 

is relatively uncontested that the two have very different strategic cultural premises that reflect in their 

contrasting forms of agency in international security. 

Asdal & Reinertsen (2021, 147) argue that “Politics and administration are to a very large extent 

undertaken by means of and on the basis of documents”. Documents thus are also never neutral but can 

take active part in the emergence and shaping of issues (ibid). The research makes the assumption that 

speeches by political leaders and strategy documents reflect the states strategic perceptions, preferences, 

and intended behaviour at the time of their publication, until updated, replaced, or clearly outdated. 

Documents are also selected based on the assessed relevance in sufficiently representing the states 

strategic foundations for practical foreign and security policy. An important consideration generally in 

collecting qualitative data is the original intended audience of the source. This is essential for a rigorous 

and credible analysis of data, as there are essential differences on how certain topics are communicated 

for example a domestic audience versus an international one. However, this is not as relevant in the case 

of grand strategy documents, as they are formulated without one specific audience in mind. Nevertheless, 

possible changes in government for example would need to be taken into account, as they could 

significantly impact the content of strategy documents as well. However, as the research is limited to one 

strategy document from 2023 for each state, changes have not affected the primary data. 

In addition, the context in which the document was produced must also be taken into consideration. 

Policies of states have been seen to experience significant changes even in short time after for example 

fundamental changes in the prevalent security environment. In this thesis, the challenges posed by 

developments like these are controlled through limiting the review period to a compact timeframe of the 

year 2023. During this time, international security was undergoing fundamental changes. The most 

important catalyst for change is the Russian invasion of Ukraine on the 24th of February 2022, with 

developments like the Finnish and Swedish NATO accessions following. Limiting the analysis to post-

2022 helps the rigor of analysis, as factors and their change pre-invasion to post-invasion are not 
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considered. Data used in this research is collected exclusively from official government websites. Thus, 

the sources are considered authentic and are also openly accessible at the time of collection. The 

accessing time of each source is mentioned in the references list. 

The selection of documents was done based on the timeframe and the goal of analysing the security 

strategy of the state. The chosen documents are the most comprehensive and official representation of 

national security strategy from the case states. Documents were selected based on availability, as they 

were the only relevant grand strategy documents produced by Germany and the United Kingdom on 

security during the timeframe. Nevertheless, the documents are comprehensive and thus produce a 

relevant primary data for this thesis. Although the thesis refers to alliance behaviour, the data represents 

actual acts of policy only indirectly through the strategies. Nevertheless, strategy documents represent 

outspoken intention of policies. According to Kari & Pynnöniemi (2023) strategic preference can be 

identified through the analysis of official documents, while state behaviour in practice is difficult to 

examine. Also, examining concrete actions of states regarding alliance behaviour could distort the 

perspective. Actual state behaviour can be affected by unexpected developments or constraints, and while 

the state’s reaction to these could also be used to determine behaviour, strategy documents still reflect 

long-term intention of action. Balance-of-threat theory and strategic culture also emphasize the role of 

perceptions, norms, and strategic analyses of policymakers, which are arguably best reflected in a state’s 

outspoken strategy. 

Table 4. List of documents used as data 

Title Publisher Date of Publication 

National Security Strategy: Robust. 

Resilient. Sustainable. Integrated 

Security for Germany 

The Federal Government of Germany 2023, June 14th 

Integrated Review Refresh 2023: 

Responding to a More Contested and 

Volatile World 

The Government of the United 

Kingdom 
2023, May 16th 

The National Security Strategy of Germany, published in 2023, is a significant document in many senses. 

Most notably, it is the first one in the history of the country. Although previous documents on national 
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security exist, these have been more narrowly scoped on specific issues, in the form of white papers or 

other more limited reports. Now through the presentation of a national security strategy, Germany is 

signalling at least some form of change in paradigm, and a switch from a reactive to a proactive attitude. 

Although it has been active in the field of multilateral security, the National Security Strategy is first and 

foremost designed for Germany itself. Germany has previously been reluctant in developing such 

frameworks likely at least to some extent to avoid signalling any form of militarism, which is 

fundamentally against its pacifist tradition. Now this assessment has changed, and Germany has for the 

first time produced a comprehensive strategy on how it plans to tackle existential security challenges of 

today and tomorrow. 

The Integrated Review is an overarching strategy paper combining outlooks on the development of 

international relations and global security dynamics, with the British answer to these developments 

through setting goals, clarifying key interests, and laying out a framework of general measures how the 

recognized changes and challenges will be addressed. The Integrated Review is complemented by several 

sub-strategies, focusing on specific sectors or phenomena, for example The Defence Command Paper, 

The National Artificial Intelligence Strategy, The National Cyber Strategy, and the Arctic Policy 

Framework. The Integrated Review was previously published in 2021, but a refresh was issued already 

in 2023. This is due to the faster and more definitive than anticipated development of trends, recognized 

in the original 2021 Integrated Review as factors the United Kingdom needs to address.  
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4. CONTEXTUALIZING STRATEGIC CULTURES OF GERMANY 
AND THE UNITED KINGDOM 

Before the empirical section, this chapter contextualizes British and German strategic cultures. For 

analysing factors forming alliance behaviour a basic understanding of the strategic cultural context is 

necessary. This is achieved through a compact overview of strategic cultures of both countries based on 

previous research. The two case countries represent very different strategic cultures. German strategic 

culture emphasizes multilateralism and military constraint, rooted in the experiences of WWII. The 

United Kingdom can be seen to carry the legacy of the British Empire, maintaining strategic autonomy 

from European common defence initiatives and presenting a view of a global sphere of interest supported 

by a tradition of expeditionary military capabilities. By forming a basis of the basic cultural tenets, this 

chapter builds the foundation for the empirical analysis on perceived threats, strategic preferences, and 

alliance behaviour. 

4.1. British Strategic Culture: Punching Above Its Weight 

This subchapter takes an overview on the current literature and gives a short description of the 

development of British strategic culture to the situation today. This is done to recognize key elements in 

strategic decision-making and reasoning to formulate a base against which to reflect British alliance 

behaviour later in the analysis. The British way of conducting warfare has been an exceptionally broadly 

studied topic by both historians and political scientists. The focus however in this section will be mainly 

on elements of the country´s strategic culture that are related to alliances. This is mainly to maintain the 

research coherence, but also to avoid an unnecessarily lengthy discussion on British military tactics, on 

which examples in history can only be described as abundant. The review will first take a historical 

perspective, before describing and drawing together the main elements of British strategic culture 

affecting current policy decisions. 

Traditionally, the United Kingdom is known for its naval force and presence around the world, trading 

through colonies in the most remote places of the earth and competing for influence with other European 

powers of the time, especially Spain. British strategic culture has undergone changes throughout 

developing needs and has thus not remained static (Miskimmon 2010). After the Second World War the 

discussion of whether the UK was a maritime or continental power evolved into a debate between the 

Atlanticist and Europeanist views (Sondhaus 2006, 17; Miskimmon 2010). Sondhaus elaborates that the 
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British were struggling between maintaining the close strategic cooperation with the United States 

developed during WWII and forwarding European defence without the Americans. The strategic 

cooperation in fighting against the axis forces first in Africa and Italy, and later on in North-Western 

Europe all the way to Germany is what constituted the later to be known concept of a “special 

relationship” between the United States and the United Kingdom. This relationship carried on during the 

Cold War, and into present day relations. During the two world wars British strategic culture had changed 

from a dynamic maritime power to a more conventional land warfare strategy. After WWII is also when 

Churchill hoped to maintain the “Big Three” status of the UK alongside the Soviet Union and the U.S, 

although considering the economic challenges it was facing this was a lost cause (Sondhaus 2006, 17). 

According to Miskimmon, fighting the two world wars within 30 years caused a dramatic loss of relative 

power of the United Kingdom in international relations, forcing its foreign policy to adapt to “punching 

above its own weight” (citation Mangold 2001 in Miskimmon 2010, 276). During the Cold War, the 

United Kingdom held its foreign policy marked by “continuity and tradition over innovation and grand 

designs” (Macmillan 1995, 36 in Sondhaus 2006, 18), according to Sondhaus diverging from it only in 

the Suez crisis in 1956 and the Falklands war in 1982, and keeping closely to the strategy of a tight 

relationship with the U.S. Although the relative power losses after the WWII, the UK was able to hold 

on to some influence through the Cold War with multilateralism in the UN, EC, and NATO (Miskimmon 

2010). 

After the end of the Cold War era, also the UK had to realign itself to the new unipolar world order, 

where the only great power was its closest ally. Similarly to others, the UK shifted towards a more 

versatile and globally quickly deployable military posture in contrast to the conventional forces aimed to 

defend the NATO eastern flank (Sondhaus 2006, 18-19; Miskimmon 2010). Sondhaus (ibid, 19) claims 

that this development was also done in the UK faster and smoother than in other countries, mainly due 

to the higher sense of responsibility and tradition to safeguard global security compared to other 

European states. On the other hand, the UK also still maintained its independent nuclear capability. 

Sondhaus (ibid, 19) goes on to argue that the switch to post-Cold War times was more challenging to the 

UK than others, as the pillars of its foreign policy, mainly upholding both its “Atlantic and European 

goals”, were challenged as Western European states called the relevance of NATO in Europe to question. 

Still, the country sticked to its strategy, and found a way to balance the two goals through committing to 

the ESDP on the condition that it would not duplicate anything NATO already offers:  
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Especially in the military/strategic realm, Britain found that it could influence Europe rather than 

become entangled on the continent against its will. Blair’s creative strategic outlook enabled 

Britain to weather the storm of uncertainty over the future of NATO and continue to enjoy the 

best of both worlds, rejecting the either/or mentality of many of his European allies by embracing 

Europe while also maintaining his Atlantic ties to the United States. (Sondhaus 2006, 20) 

However, the next decade after Sondhaus´ book saw significant changes as the UK withdrew from the 

European Union, turning more towards Atlanticism. This can be seen to have continued until 2022, when 

the Russian invasion of Ukraine fundamentally altered the security landscape, switching focus and threat 

perceptions back to conventional intrastate warfare in Europe. On the other hand, also the relevance of 

NATO and deterrence was somewhat invigorated by this development, complimented also by the 

accession of Finland and Sweden to the alliance. The United Kingdom has a long great power legacy and 

continues to act with significant weight in international politics globally, despite arguments of its position 

as a global great power being diluted from its past glory. Britain also has extensive experience in 

deploying its military to all types of operations globally, although the frequency and necessity of British 

military deployment has been critically discussed, and plans were made to significantly cut defence 

spending pre-2014 (Cornish 2013). The UK´s strategy includes power projection globally, in line with 

its colonial legacy and identity as a security provider. The United Kingdom has historically demonstrated 

repeated willingness to deploy its military both unilaterally and multilaterally around the world. As 

modern examples unilaterally the UK has intervened in the Sierra Leone civil war in 2000, and 

multilaterally in various operations in the Middle East led by NATO, the UN, or other coalition 

formations. This further demonstrates that its ability to act is a core part of its strategic culture and is not 

explained as a result for example of some kind of “social pressure” to participate in operations of 

multilateral security organizations. Despite costs and distance from the homeland, Britons widely accept 

and legitimize this strategic culture, reflecting faith in hard power as a policy tool (Dowdall 2010). 

Although its times as a global empire are in the past, its foreign policy continues to be characterized by 

a high-level of activity and ambition. 

The heighted level of ambition and the British sense of responsibility for international security has also 

been described to be disproportionate to its medium-level economic and military power, and to be 

somewhat of a “historic artefact” (Cornish 2013). Supporting its great power identity and strategic culture 

reflecting this, the UK has developed and upheld its own nuclear deterrence, even though this capacity 

could arguably have been left to the United States and the frameworks of the North Atlantic Treaty 
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Organization (NATO). According to Sondhaus (2006, 17-18) developing and maintaining a nuclear 

weapons capability is the most visible and expensive element of British desire to uphold great power 

status, and also status as the most important partner of the United States in NATO. Sondhaus (2006, 18) 

argues that NATO is the most ideal alliance for the British, as they are able to foster their close strategic 

cooperation with the U.S, while simultaneously working on building the defensive posture and 

capabilities of Europe. 

British international security policy is closely tied to the perceived “special relationship” with the United 

States, and the two continue to have exceptionally close military ties and traditions in training and 

operating together. Additionally, active bilateral intelligence cooperation, complimented also by the Five 

Eyes -framework, provides remarkable information gathering capacity, reflecting also into international 

relations. This Strategic cooperation strongly resonates in British attitudes towards NATO and EU 

security cooperation, with NATO being the cornerstone of British security strategy and the clear 

preference for Britons regarding their security (Cornish 2013). On the other hand, the UK is also active 

in some European security frameworks, especially in the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) of ten 

participant countries, not including the U.S. and led by itself. Still, the UK has historically preferred 

Atlanticism for its defence policy, regarding NATO as the most credible security providing framework 

and avoiding risking any overlap with it through European initiatives. Overall, the British have been 

sceptical of the EU even before Brexit. In 2009, overwhelmingly more Britons at 32% thought that the 

EU is a bad thing than the Union average of 15%, with nearest other countries being Latvia and Hungary 

at 23% (Eurobarometer 71, 2009). Again in 2015, the UK ranked amongst the lowest when asked about 

how much they feel like citizens of the EU (Eurobarometer 83, 2015). This signals low commitment to 

European institutions, and overall low European identity. Thus, NATO and transatlantic ties with the 

United States constitute a more logical and preferred choice for the United Kingdom. 

In conclusion, there are two key topics to recognize from British strategic culture. Firstly, the UK 

continues to work between Atlanticism and Europeanism. Although it can be argued that the former has 

been the more dominant one post Brexit, the deteriorated security situation in Europe has brought back 

the possibility for the UK to simultaneously focus on European security while also keeping strategic 

cooperation with the United States through the frameworks of its preferred framework NATO, assuming 

the U.S. stays interested in European security issues. Secondly, the British still carry the legacy of the 

global maritime empire in their strategic culture. This is displayed most clearly in its global outlook and 

sense of responsibility, coupled with relatively high willingness to intervene militarily if necessary. Tied 
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to both of these themes is its nuclear deterrence. These are understood as symbols of a great power state, 

ensuring independent deterrence from NATO. On the other hand, as Sondhaus (2006, 18) argued they 

also function to up its importance in the eyes of the United States. Now the United Kingdom is facing its 

next challenges, as it adapts to the second Trump administration and continues to foster the transatlantic 

special relationship. 

4.2. German Strategic Culture: From Post-War to Zeitenwende 

This chapter will give a similar description of prominent literature and main features of strategic culture 

as the previous one, now reviewing the case of Germany. Although strategic culture will be discussed in 

general, the main focus will again be on factors especially connected to alliances and influencing alliance 

behaviour of Germany. German strategic culture, although not always explicitly, has been analysed 

widely in scholarly discussions and to some extent even political discourse. This is especially due to the 

recent fundamental change in German foreign and security policy doctrine, described as the 

“Zeitenwende”. Even before this categorical change German strategic culture was an interesting subject 

of study due to its fairly different foundations compared to many other states. Unlike for example Great 

Britain that has extensive foreign policy experience globally on which its strategic culture is based on 

today, Germany´s history from having to reboot its foreign and security policy identity after World War 

II, undergo significant changes again after the re-unification of Germany and now recently in the 

Zeitenwende-process, has led it to a situation where the formulation of its strategic culture is much more 

challenging. Thus, it is clear that German strategic culture is not characterized by long-standing traditions 

or historical foundations, that have been argued to constitute self-assuredness and stronger sense of 

direction in foreign and security policy (Techau 2011). Instead, German strategic culture has seen more 

adaptation and change. 

German strategic culture examination often begins from the end of the Second World War. Although 

German strategic culture did not alter overnight with the end of the war, but gradually throughout the 

Cold War era, the so-called “zero hour” after the war marks a beginning of a fundamental strategic 

cultural change representing “…the beginning of the process of total renouncement of the principles, 

ideas and values that led to the most destructive five-year period in human history.” (Seppo 2017, 81). 

This development constitutes the early developments of modern German strategic culture. Due to the 

fundamental renunciation of all things military of before and in practice moving towards a completely 

opposite strategy, there is understandably little to nothing in terms of factors that have or are shaping the 

strategic culture of Germany from the post-war era to today. After the war, the Wehrmacht was dissolved 
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and a throughout demilitarization of the German society took place and rearmament was prohibited. The 

Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) was founded in 1949, and development of strategic culture was 

closely tied to Western multilateral frameworks, which in part also worked to discard the old militarist 

tradition of Prussian and Nazi times (ibid, 82). The founding of the FRG marked the first steps of German 

reintegration into the Western community of nations. This new Western orientation of Germany meant 

close political and economic integration to Western countries, in rejection of the German isolationism 

from Europe or “Sonderweg” (ibid, 83). 

German strategic culture, especially during the Cold War is often argued to be founded on two distinct 

features. Firstly, the principles of “never again”, and secondly the perceived role as a civil power. 

According to Dalgaard-Nielsen (2013, 36-37) two schools of thought competed in German Post-WWII 

strategic culture, the “never again war” (Nie wieder Krieg) and the “never again alone” (Nie wieder 

allein), differing in their perspectives on what the role of Germany in international security is. The first 

referred to a mindset that Germany should never again use military force for any reason other than self-

protection. The latter stands for the principle that there should never again be a German “Sonderweg” or 

independent strategy, promoting the German commitment to multilateralism and alliance-based security. 

The second central concept in constructing the German strategic culture is “civilian power” defined by 

Maull (1990) to imply a strategy of cooperation with others, the use of non-military and mainly economic 

means towards goals, and willingness to promote and develop multilateral structures to address issues.  

Due to the breakout of the Korea war in 1950 and the rising threat of the Soviet Union towards Europe, 

German rearmament discussions emerged, maybe faster than anticipated. This raised also discussions 

how the potential new German armed forces would be integrated into a Western security framework. 

After the initial attempt to integrate Germany to the European Defence Community (EDC) failed, the 

decision was made that Germany would join NATO and WEU, the Western European Union (Seppo 

2018, 85).  Despite a resistance especially from France, other Western countries were willing to support 

a re-establishment of German armed forces in the name of burden sharing, as the weight of Europe’s 

security was heavy, and the German economy was enjoying the lack of security responsibilities (ibid, 

84-85). For the French especially and other Western countries as well, an important factor was that the 

newly founded Bundeswehr would not have its own command structure but would be under the command 

of NATO and WEU structures directly (ibid 2017, 85). Joining NATO in 1955 was arguably the most 

significant event regarding alliances for the FRG in the post WWII era and firmly tied the future of 

Germany to the West. On the other hand, in 1955 the Warsaw Pact was also formed, including the 
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German Democratic Republic, leading to the division of Germany being formalized through the two 

opposing alliances. The firm integration of the Bundeswehr to NATO command also meant that there 

was no room, although also no desire for an independent German security strategy. 

During the first half of the 1960s, Germany struggled and debated internally with whether it should focus 

more on relations with the U.S. or with France and the rest of Europe, due to the division between the 

two and European suspicion towards American policies. Then in late 1960s to early 70s the German 

Ostpolitik of rapprochement towards the Warsaw Pact, especially the GDR, Poland and Czechoslovakia 

to ease tensions. This development can be seen to have “paved the way” to the 1975 CSCE in Helsinki, 

reflecting the German policy of peace being achievable only through multilateralism. (Seppo 2017, 88-

90) This also reflected the idea of Germany as a civilian power. For Germany, the late 1970s to early 

1980s rearmament of the USSR and the NATO dual-track strategy were particularly challenging. In 

addition to the fact that the détente of the Cold War in which Germany was able to advance its peaceful 

policies towards the East, NATO deployed nuclear missiles to Germany, raising fears and strong 

opposition in the population, a decision which was agreed to by the Kohl government in 1983. (Seppo 

2017, 91-92)  

Coming to the end of the Cold War, the two Germanies reunited in 1990. According to Seppo (2017, 99) 

the reunification constituted firstly a raised call from the population for taking international responsibility 

but also challenges in interpreting and combining the differing understandings of German historical 

responsibility. Nevertheless, the reunification increased the capacity of Germany to take responsibility 

and influence international affairs. In general, Seppo (2017, 95; 123-124) argues that German security 

policy during the Cold War era was firstly heavily dictated by Western countries and later very reactive 

instead of proactive strategic policy making, but at the same time very static throughout the whole time 

period, precisely because of the heavy constraints put on Germany and the close integration to Western 

institutions. Seppo (2017, 125-127) argues that although the “never again” thinking remained critical to 

German strategic culture after the Cold War, the international critique Germany received for not 

participating in the first Gulf War functioned as a “wake-up call” to the instability of the Post-Cold War 

reality. And although the Gulf War did not cause a change in German strategic culture, he goes on to 

argue that the massacre of Srebrenica caused a reinterpretation of the “never again” concept to also extend 

to stopping crimes against humanity by force, essentially “brining war back to Germany”. This then 

materialized through the German participation in the Kosovo war alongside NATO allies, in its first 

overseas military deployment since WWII. 
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The late 1990s and early 2000s saw changes in German strategic culture more on the level of minor 

adjustment than fundamental change, through German participation in ground operations in Afghanistan 

and Lebanon (Seppo 2017, 197). This has been described by Tappe & Doeser (2021) so that German 

strategic culture has moved back and forth between a realpolitik and idealpolitik after 1990, and although 

the degree of realpolitik has lately been significantly higher, the country still holds its reluctance to use 

force. Indeed, international military missions and the use of force can be seen to have been added to the 

toolbox of Germany, compared to its policies during the Cold War (Göler & Reiter 2023). This can be 

seen as an important change, as it holds indication that Germany has at least to some extent broken out 

of a strict pacifism, towards the policies of other European states. This development has also sped up 

especially when looking at the German defence industry sector during the past decade. Still, any changes 

that could be considered fundamental are missing, and important developments have mostly been the 

result of mandatory adaptation to external shocks directly affecting the European security environment 

and thus Germany. 

German foreign policy has been attempted to explain through several models. Baumann & Hellmann 

(2001) claim German foreign policy after WWII to comprise of multilateralism (never again alone), 

European integration (regaining trust, recognition and wealth), and anti-militarism (the culture of 

restraint). Blumenau (2022) summarizes the foundational elements as Westbildung, European 

integration, multilateralism, pursuit of rules-based international order and NATO membership, hesitant 

leadership, Ostpolitik and Wandel durch Handel, and foreign policy rejecting military means. These have 

been constructed through the German strategic culture, which can be seen to be comprised of a set of 

critical features. These also work to explain the changes (or lack of) in German strategic culture 

throughout the past 80 years. Analysing German strategic culture from 1949 to pre-Russian annexation 

of Crimea, Techau (2011) has provided a framework of eight key elements that can be identified. Firstly, 

due to the shame of its history German foreign policy emphasized pure altruism and avoided any 

representation of national interests. Secondly, as a direct result of the culture of shame, Germany had a 

strong pacifist and anti-militarist identity and thus a strong desire for peace in international politics. In 

connection to this, Germany also felt “entitled” to be left out of the conflicts of international politics due 

to its painful and long process of coming to terms with its history. Fourth, the lack of sovereignty 

especially in foreign affairs until the 1990s is a strong characterizing element of its foreign policy. Fifth, 

due to previously mentioned elements, German foreign policy was characterized in the time by passivity 

and restraint. Also, lack of confidence and no national mission drove this nature. Multilateralism through 

EU, NATO, and UN became the fundamental pillars of German foreign policy, driven by the “never 
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again alone” -idea. The seventh element, called sometimes also as “the great transatlantic bargain”, 

Europe under American military protection, with Europe carrying some of the defensive burden against 

the Soviet Union and the U.S. receiving influence in European affairs. Finally, German foreign policy 

was developed in a strong consensus on the three plus three pillar -framework. German foreign and 

security policy has ever since rested on a strong consensus, without significant domestic debate. 

Techau´s argument for the framework offer a valuable summary for understanding German strategic 

culture, highlighting political reluctancy to even discuss security strategy in Germany. Criticizing this, 

Techau´s stance is that German strategic culture as a whole is outdated for modern requirements: 

Germany is operating foreign policy in the 21st century with a strategic culture that is deeply 

steeped in the 1950s. Many of its elements, such as restraint, pacifism and the lack of sovereignty, 

have either long lost their foundation or have turned into a liability. It thus lies in the nature of 

Germany’s current strategic culture that instead of facilitating and fostering debate about strategic 

policy choices, it makes the debate about strategy extremely difficult, if not all but impossible. 

(Techau 2011, 90)  

Similarly, Giegerich and Terhalle (2021, 30) argue that the beliefs behind German rejection of even 

considering power politics and defence is “delusional and dangerous”. Nowadays it can be argued that 

mostly due to the external shock (which Seppo 2017, 70 Table 2. also lists as a source for fundamental 

strategic culture change) of Russia invading Ukraine, there has been some degree of change in the 

German strategic culture away from the strict pacifism and restraint which characterized the country 

during the Cold War. Since 2014, the strategic culture of Germany has seen a shift towards emphasizing 

a normative approach of values and rules in its foreign policy and also extending further away from 

Europe to a more global perspective (Mi 2025). Indications of German leadership in European security 

were present in the spirit of the so-called “Munich consensus” after Russia annexed Crimea, and political 

leaders took a more ambitious rhetoric on the role of Germany (Meyer zum Felde 2020). Still, defence 

minister Von Der Leyen (2015) described the German role to be “leading from the middle” (Führung 

aus der Mitte), further underlining the narrative of reluctance to take initiative in security policy, and 

reliance on close cooperation with allies in all military issues. Nevertheless, the elements outlined by 

Techau provide a describing summary of the key factors that affect German strategic culture also today, 

even though the intensity of effect might (or might not) have changed. 
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After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and German Chancellor Olaf Sholtz´s famous 

Zeitenwende-speech (Scholtz 2022), academic debate on the state and possible upcoming changes 

answering to issues of German strategic culture has been lively. Although the speech was met with high 

expectations of a fundamental change in German strategic culture, along with promises of significant 

defence budget increases and military support for Ukraine, research mostly comes to the conclusion that 

so far changes have been fairly limited. Although public support and political consensus for arming 

Ukraine was strong, the initial hesitation and for example blocking of German-made arms by Estonia to 

Ukraine indicated the continuing presence of anti-militarism in its strategic culture (Ossa 2022). Ossa 

(2022) also argues that although the German public opinion on arming Ukraine changed quickly in 

favour, the hesitations illustrate the slow-reacting nature of strategic culture and a true Zeitenwende is 

still far away. Helferich (2023) sees that the overlapping roles of NATO and the EU, in addition to the 

lack of willingness amongst German politicians to discuss the what the foundational values of German 

defence and security policy should be is likely to block a real change. Also on the public opinion level, 

Mader and Schoen (2023) argue that to claim a Zeitenwende-tier shift the change would need to be a 

“significant and durable” recorded change in attitudes, which is at least shortly after the invasion not yet 

present. It is clear that a significant shift in a state’s foreign and security policy mindset after 70 years of 

working based on a fairly fixed set of foundations is bound to take its time. Also, public opinion is 

generally fairly stable. On the other hand, external shocks can also cause fast changes in public opinion, 

for example in the case of Finnish NATO accession. Public opinion reflects the strategic culture of 

Germany that has held back a more open political and expert discussion on security policy issues, as 

attempts have been politically extremely costly (Techau 2011). 

Challenges arise when some of the cornerstones of German strategic culture clash. For example, when 

allies and institutions expect Germany to support and participate in military action, its foreign policy 

foundations of military restraint and emphasis on multilateralist international cooperation can collide. 

These can be argued to be the moments also when some changes in strategic culture tradition can be 

expected, as the prevailing principle indicates which is in the end more existential. Blumenau (2022) sees 

the chancellors Zeitenwende-speech as a turning point in Germany, setting the stage for a foreign policy 

adapted to the realities of the 2020s. In this shift, Blumenau (2022) argues that Germany has reconfirmed 

some of its foreign policy elements, mainly multilateralism and collective security, discarding the 

dysfunctional Ostpolitik, Wandel durch Handel, and repelling the development of military capabilities. 

Zeitenwende or not, changes in strategic culture are difficult to undeniably confirm or deny especially in 
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the short term. Although scholars mainly agree that there is for now no fundamental change in German 

strategic culture, later studies will determine the effect of the claimed watershed moment. 

German strategic culture has evolved in the past 80 years from scratch after the total turnaround post-

WWII. The fundamental reconceptualization of all things strategic and rejection of past militaristic 

policies led to a passive German foreign policy, lacking the self-assuredness brought by historical 

tradition, and characterized as a culture of restraint (see for example Baumann & Hellmann 2001). 

Although different frameworks have been proposed to conceptualize the elements of German post-WWII 

strategic culture, these all include similar narratives that are the constructing elements of modern day 

German strategic culture as well. Key German strategic culture features, for example multilateralism, 

civilian power, and the principles of “never again” formed the country´s foreign policy to focus on 

economic influence and diplomacy. These foundations are argued to have been now challenged by the 

Zeitenwende-shift, announced by Chancellor Scholtz after the Russian invasion on Ukraine in 2022. A 

strong strategic shift was expected pushing aside the strict pacifist policies to rebuild German military 

capacity and develop political discussion of a more assertive German role in especially European 

security. However, these promises have at least for now fallen short, as the realities of pivoting from the 

firmly rooted cornerstones of German strategic culture have proven in practice. While a change might be 

underway, this will take strong sustained political and societal commitment to change the mindset and 

ultimately strategic culture permanently to a setting fit for the current security situation. 

4.3. Summary of German and British Strategic Cultures 

British and German strategic cultures, and their main security interests share a lot in common today. This 

is emphasized obviously by the fact that the two are allies and active members within the NATO 

framework. The latest development in cooperation came in October 2024 in the form of the Trinity House 

Agreement on deepening bilateral defence cooperation, signalling further alignment of interests and 

profound common understanding of the current international security environment. Still, British and 

German strategic cultures have historically examined differed fundamentally. This is even though 

suggestions have been made of even formulating a European strategic culture (Cornish & Edwards 2001). 

Overall, it is to be said that there is a distinct and recognizable influence of a strategic culture on the 

policies of both of the countries. 

Great Britain has emphasized its expeditionary warfare capabilities and shown continued willingness to 

engage in conflicts globally, backed by perceptions of moral obligation and leadership. This has also 
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been formed by its strong tradition as a naval power, which again has been critical in the island-states 

security strategy, but also in projecting military power globally. Germany has historically been interested 

more in European continental leadership, until adopting a strongly pacifistic posture and unwillingness 

to participate in military action post WWII, in strong contrast to the UK. Differences are also evident in 

threat perception, as the UK perceives threats globally, and Germany again focuses on European regional 

security. Thus, German and British perceptions of who the enemy is are based on fairly different 

understandings of what the direction is from where the potential threat would emerge. Then again, the 

very different strategic cultures have aligned to some extent through alliances, namely NATO, to which 

both countries have committed heavily. Still, the UK incorporates NATO together with its “special 

relationship” with the US, and general strategy of autonomy. Germany has fully embraced 

multilateralism as the backbone of its foreign policy, and especially security policy, in line with its strong 

culture of never again alone. 

Although Seppo (2017, 80) points out that while strategic culture is often analysed through military 

deployment, this is not the only or necessarily even the most relevant way to study the change or 

continuity of it. Nevertheless, when comparing Germany and the United Kingdom, military deployment 

is the factor that maybe captures the differences between the two countries and their respective strategic 

cultures most evidently, highlighting the influence a strategic culture can have on what is considered 

politically appropriate or acceptable in terms of forceful intervention abroad. This among other 

differences also highlight the value of strategic culture for international relations research, as it helps 

shed light on why seemingly fairly similar states that are also allied through the frameworks of NATO 

might still act very differently to changes in global security, or in the case of this thesis possibly alliance 

behaviour.  
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5. ANALYSIS 

This chapter will present the results based on the document analysis. As defined earlier, the analysis is 

done based on a combinative model of balance-of-threat theory and strategic culture. Through this 

approach, the analysis is able to explore firstly the theoretical and practical implications of eclectic 

approaches combining two research traditions divided by extensive debating within the field and 

secondly contribute towards bridging this gap and moving beyond the debate towards a more pragmatic 

use of theoretical contributions to explain complex issues of international relations. Finally, the approach 

also provides the opportunity for a nuanced exploration of how Germany and the United Kingdom form 

their alliance behaviour. 

The analytical model is formed by three dimensions of alliance behaviour formation: interpreting threats, 

constructing strategic preferences, and finally forming alliance behaviour. The examination of documents 

is divided into these three analytical dimensions. These dimensions are further divided by theoretical 

approach, balance-of-threat and strategic culture, in this order. This is done following the methodological 

structure of Dueck (2005) and additionally as to not mix and cause confusion on what approach is being 

followed in which part of the analysis. Based on the analysis, the balance-of-threat and strategic cultural 

factors shaping the three are examined.  The results from both will be then drawn together for a nuanced 

understanding of findings and implications. Document analysis is used as the methodology to identify 

and interpret themes within the strategy documents. Examining the documents will be done in three 

phases following Bowen´s (2009) description of the phases of document analysis. These are an initial 

superficial scan of the document’s contents, followed by a comprehensive examination, and ultimately 

interpretation. 

5.1. Interpreting Threat Environment and Threats 

In its national security strategy (NSS2023), Germany extensively describes its understanding of the 

domestic, regional, and global threat environment. Interestingly, the strategy includes multiple references 

to a systemic perception of threats. Overall, the strategy reflects a German perception of significant 

change towards the worse in the global security environment. General instability is on the rise, driven 

especially by other states. Additionally, hybrid threats create a sense of uncertainty, with all other threats 

emphasized by the climate crisis, which is the only directly as existential named threat. The strategy 

refers several times to a perception of the global security environment becoming increasingly unstable 

and multipolar (Bundesregierung 2023, 22; 23). 
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Moving to the United Kingdom and the Integrated Review Refresh 2023 (IRR2023), the document begins 

with making a case for the need of a revised version to the previous Integrated Review published in 2021 

by outlining especially changes in the threat environment and overall weakened security situation 

globally. The British strategy has recognized four overarching key trends based on which the strategy is 

laid out: shifts in the distribution of global power; inter-state, “systemic” competition over the nature of 

the international order; rapid technological change; and worsening transnational challenges (HM 

Government 2023, 7). The trends reflect a threat assessment, and threats are described in more detail in 

light of these trends. Both strategies describe a world that is less predictable and marked by global 

instability, volatility, and interconnected threats. Both states see systemic competition as accelerating, 

and the overall threat environment challenges the states and requires effective resilience. 

5.1.1. Balance of Threat 

In the German strategy Russia is explicitly named as the “most significant threat” (Bundesregierung 

2023, 22). The threat perception can be seen to stem especially from aggressive intentions, highlighted 

in the strategy through the example of the war against Ukraine. The strategy lists that Russia “aims to 

destroy the state sovereignty, territorial integrity, cultural identity and political existence” of Ukraine, 

pointing out the existential and comprehensive nature of the aggressive behaviour (ibid, 22). Aggressive 

intentions are also brought up in the strategy through attributing Russia as imperialistic and aiming for 

spheres of influence (ibid, 22). The irrationality of aggression is highlighted through stating that 

Germany, NATO, or the EU do not “seek any rivalry or confrontation with Russia” (ibid, 22). The threat 

of Russia is however perceived more as a regional threat, than a direct threat to Germany as a single state 

or its sovereignty. Although the strategy mentions that Russia directly threatens also Germany and its 

security, this threat is understood through a more general “wrecking of the European peaceful order” 

(ibid, 22). This threat towards Germany is also listed alongside other NATO allies and the EU. Thus, 

while Russia is explicitly stated as the most significant threat, also emphasized by the fact that it is the 

first threat mentioned in the strategy´s section outlining Germany´s threat perceptions, this threat is 

perceived from a regional perspective rather than a direct national. Based on the strategy, in the systemic 

threat posed by Russia aggressive intentions can be seen as the most important structural factor 

influencing German perception of the threat. Aggressive intentions are central also from the perspective 

of balance-of-threat theory, as even states with lesser material capabilities can cause a balancing reaction 

in others if perceived as especially aggressive (Walt 1987, 25). 
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Other factors of Russia´s threats perception based on balance-of-threat theory recognizable from the data 

is offensive power. The strategy states that “Russia is building up its conventional and nuclear forces and 

thereby jeopardizing strategic stability” (Bundesregierung 2023, 22-23). As mentioned, offensive power 

is one of the main components that influence whether a state is perceived as threatening. “Specifically, 

offensive power is the ability to threaten the sovereignty or territorial integrity of another state at an 

acceptable cost.” (Walt 1987, 24). Although the definition of acceptable cost necessarily does not fit the 

offensive power of nuclear weapons, they still count to the offensive power as Russia has also made 

numerous threats of their use (Bundesregierung 2023, 23).  Through the building up of conventional and 

nuclear forces, while simultaneously continuing to wage a war in Ukraine, Russia´s increasing military 

capabilities strengthen the perceived threat. However, as with aggressive intentions, the threat posed by 

offensive power by Russia is not understood as a national threat directly. As mentioned, the strategy 

refers to offensive capabilities being a threat to “strategic stability”, referring to again a more regional 

understanding of the threat. 

Aggregate power and geographic proximity are not explicitly mentioned in the German national security 

strategy with regard to the threat posed by Russia. However, a reference to aggregate power is made 

through stating that Russia´s energy and raw material policies are a part of a strategy aiming to weaken 

the EU and NATO (Federal Government 2023, 23), indicating the influence of other elements of power 

beyond military offensive strength. As the strategy refers to the Russian threat being more regional than 

national, geographic proximity can be seen to have little effect to the threat perception. It could be argued 

that if Russia were a bordering neighbour of Germany, the threat would most likely be perceived as firstly 

more existential, and secondly as directly compromising the national security of Germany specifically. 

In the German strategy, systemic rivalry is mentioned on several occasions referring to threat perceptions, 

referring ambiguously to “some states” as the source of systemic rivalry (e.g. Bundesregierung 2023, 22; 

23). In the section outlining threat perceptions of Germany, China is mentioned as “a partner, competitor, 

and systemic rival” (ibid, 23). Although the strategy states that China is taking regional domination by 

especially using its economic power while simultaneously “putting pressure” on international security 

with disregard to human rights, China is still argued to remain a partner (ibid, 23). This is argued to be 

especially due to the fact that many global challenges are dependent on China´s involvement if wished 

to be resolved (ibid, 23). While China is named second in the threat perception section, it is evident that 

it is perceived as significantly less threatening than Russia. Several factors can be seen to potentially 

contribute towards this. Although China has greater offensive and aggregate power than Russia, it is 
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geographically significantly less proximate. Additionally, while Russia is openly threatening Europe 

regionally and, in some cases, also Germany directly (Maria Zakharova cited by The Economic Times 

2025), Chinas aggressive intentions are generally limited to its near region. Due to this, it can be argued 

that Germany does not perceive China as such a significant threat. 

Overall, the main focus of Germany´s threat perception based on the document is focused on Russia and 

the regional security of Europe. “External actors” are mentioned ambiguously as instrumentalizing 

instability and expanding their sphere of influence in connection with the notion that the Indo-Pacific 

area “remains of special significance” to Germany (Bundesregierung 2023, 23). North Korea and Iran 

are mentioned as threats to regional security due to their nuclear aspirations (ibid, 24). Thus, it can be 

concluded that based on the document Russia, general regional instability, and the rise of systemic rivalry 

and attempts to create spheres of influence are the core of German threat perception. 

Similarly to the German strategy, the UK´s strategy explicitly states Russia as “the most acute threat to 

the UK´s security” (HM Government 2023, 7-8). Aggressive intentions and offensive power are the most 

significant factors influencing this threat perception, in line with balance-of-threat theory assumptions. 

The strategy notes that Russia has brought back “large-scale, high intensity land warfare” to the “home 

region” of the UK and personally attributes the Russian President Vladimir Putin for aggression: “Putin´s 

act of aggression has precipitated the largest military conflict…” (ibid, 7). This highlights both the 

perception of aggressive intentions, but also the offensive power expressed through the attack on 

Ukraine. Aggregate power is not as such noted in the strategy. The strategy also states that “our collective 

security is now intrinsically linked to the outcome of the conflict in Ukraine” (ibid, 8), highlighting the 

perception of significant threat posed by Russia. 

As a second state threat, China is mentioned as an “epoch-defining challenge”, but not directly as a threat 

to the UK (HM Government 2023, 3). The strategy however can be seen to implicitly refer to China in 

stating that “Tensions in the Indo-Pacific are increasing and conflict here could have global consequences 

greater than the conflict in Ukraine” (ibid, 8). This highlights that the threat of China is considered 

significant, although the perception is limited arguably by not as explicit aggressive intentions affecting 

the UK directly or its “home region” compared for example to Russia. The significance of the threat of 

China is emphasized without a doubt by the aggregate and offensive power the economic giant wields. 

Aggressive intentions are nevertheless also brought up in the strategy through China´s efforts in systemic 

competition. The intensification of systemic competition is regarded as “the dominant geopolitical trend 

and the main driver of the deteriorating security environment” (ibid, 8). The strategy points to the Chinese 
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Communist Party for pursuing a “China-centric international order more favourable to its authoritarian 

system”. Also, the convergence of authoritarian states and especially China partnering with Russia and 

Russia partnering with Iran are highlighted as threats. These emphasize the understanding of Chinese 

aggressive intentions being focused more to a systemic level, through which the treats are being 

interpreted instead of a national issue for the UK. 

Similarly to the German strategy, the British paper names four states explicitly as sources of threat: 

Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran, with the two latter again in the context of aims to develop nuclear 

capabilities undermining regional stability (HM Government 2023, 8). However, on Iran also the direct 

aggressive intentions of threatening UK nationals are noted, strengthening the direct national threat 

perceived to be formed by Iran (ibid, 8). Afghanistan and the Sahel are also mentioned, but only as 

“unstable regions” in connection to Islamist terrorist groups (ibid, 8). Although geographic proximity 

does not directly affect the threat posed by Russia as much, based on strategy papers of both case 

countries it can be argued to be represented in the regional perspective expressed in the strategies. As 

both countries are NATO allies and several NATO countries border Russia, the threat posed by it is 

emphasized by the risk of military conflict through Article 5 even if the attack is not directly aimed at 

the states themselves. Thus, geographic proximity can also be seen to play a role in the threat perceptions 

of both, although neither is for example under direct threat of annexation. 

All in all, when examined with a balance-of-threat approach, the threat perceptions both on a national 

and on a systemic level are remarkably similar with both cases. Both states perceive the current state of 

the global security situation as becoming increasingly worse, and regard especially the regional securities 

of Europe and the Indo-Pacific region as endangered. The mentioned state threats consist of the same 

four in both strategies: Russia, China, Iran, and North Korea. Both regard Russia as the most significant 

threat the country faces at the moment, which can be analysed to be based especially on aggressive 

intentions, offensive power, and through NATO geographic proximity. Both states also mention China, 

but do not name it directly as a threat. The threat of China is perceived especially as a systemic one, and 

the increase and intensification of systemic rivalry is named as one of the most important threats in both 

strategies. Iran and North Korea are mentioned in context of the destabilizing effect of their nuclear 

ambitions. However, none of the threats can be seen to be perceived as directly existential to the case 

states. Although the UK´s integrated review refresh states that the collective security is now linked to the 

outcome of the Russian war on Ukraine, this cannot be seen as a reference to a perception of Russia 

concretely threatening the independence of the United Kingdom. Both states see the world as increasingly 
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multipolar, which is perceived as threat. It can be said that both states perceive the threat of Russia as 

direct to their security, but mainly in the terms of other than conventional warfare concerns, as these 

would most likely be seen as existential. Then again, the threat of China is evidently perceived as 

systemic, not directly as a security threat itself. 

5.1.2. Strategic Culture 

What can strategic culture add to the analysis of threat perceptions, when based on balance-of-threat 

theory the two share their threat perceptions? Instead on arguing how different the strategic cultures of 

Germany and the UK are, the perspective needs to be turned upside down: are there similarities in their 

strategic cultures that could shed light on the converging threat perceptions? Liberal institutionalism, 

upholding international law, and the integrity of all states is a core value for both Germany and the United 

Kingdom. Both countries have deeply ingrained experiences in their history of authoritarian powers´ 

aggressive intentions violating the sovereignty of other states, for example from WWII. From the German 

perspective, the fundamental strategic cultural principle of the horrors of WWII to never again be 

repeated makes Russia´s actions unacceptable on a core level and thus drives the German perception of 

Russia to be extremely threatening in a very profound way. This is emphasized in the German strategy 

paper through describing the Russian aims: “Its aim is to destroy the state sovereignty, territorial 

integrity, cultural identity and political existence of a peaceful neighbour…” (Bundesregierung 2023, 

22). The German strategy strongly highlights that Russia´s attack violates the UN Charter, while 

Germany is committed to it and international law in general (ibid, 23). As multilateralism, pacifism, and 

international law are essential pillars of German strategic culture, the Russian sudden invasion of its 

neighbour for evidently reasons of increasing relative power in the region through re-establishing 

authoritarian control fights against its core. Additionally, the German paper describes Russia´s actions 

directly as “imperialistic” and the actions of “some states” as “revisionist” with human rights and 

democracy viewed as a threat to their power (ibid, 22-23). German strategic culture has formed through 

a national process of coming to terms with its history, while Russia’s revisionist claims on Ukraine 

attempt to rewrite history. 

Referring to China as a “partner, competitor and systemic rival” indicates reluctance by Germany to 

name China directly as a security threat to avoid confrontational language (Bundesregierung 2023, 23). 

The descriptions of “partner” and “competitor” can be seen to reflect the German strategic culture of 

economic ties as a diplomatic tool, although the strategy also notes that China “remains a partner without 

whom many global challenges and crises cannot be resolved” (ibid, 23) hinting towards a certain level 
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of pragmatism and acceptance of China as too influential politically and economically to exclude from 

cooperation. The naming of China as a “systemic rival” indicates that Germany sees China´s challenge 

or threat from a values-based perspective, not directly military, which fits the German strategic culture. 

Based on the UK´s strategy document analysed in the light of strategic culture the implications differ 

slightly. Firstly, the description of the threat posed by Russia is more practical. Compared to the German 

national security strategy, which was more descriptive about the attack, the IRR2023 states that “large-

scale, high intensity land warfare” has been brought back to Europe by Russia, with “implications for the 

UK and NATO´s approach to deterrence and defence” (HM Government 2023, 7). The IRR2023 also 

notes that Russia was the most acute threat to the UK already as the original paper was published in 2021, 

pointing out that the change now in the 2023 revised version is the linkage between the UK´s security 

and the outcome of the war on Ukraine (ibid 7-8). This is also approached in a pragmatic manner, stating 

that the UK must analyse, learn and adapt to the changing nature of warfare (ibid, 8).  

The description of the Russian threat reflects the different strategic culture to Germany. While the 

German threat perception on Russia has amplified after 2022, the British have had a stronger perspective 

of Russia as a threat already to begin with, with the effects of the invasion being more reconfirming of 

existing perceptions than in the case of Germany. Based on British strategic culture, this phenomenon 

can be traced back to several factors. Firstly, British strategic culture reflects memories from the Cold 

war era, with tensions and competition between the West and the Soviet Union peaking. The United 

Kingdom still upholds its special relationship with the United States and overall has a more transatlantic 

orientation than Germany. These factors have led to the UK not building economic dependencies towards 

Russia like Germany. This has allowed for a higher sensitivity to threat of Russia and more 

confrontational strategy, which is supported by a more assertive security identity and role perception as 

a global security actor. The argument is supported by previous research, as Silva (2024) points out that 

the UK has adopted a relatively confrontational security strategy towards Russia and argues that this is 

due to the “Atlanticist” perspective of British strategic culture, compared to the “Europeanist” strategic 

culture of Germany. This also points out the gaps in balance-of-threat logic, as threat perception and 

confrontational strategy in general is shaped regardless of geographic proximity. 

As mentioned already in the previous subchapter, the UK views the threat of China as a systemic one 

rather than a direct security issue. The IRR2023 takes a more nuanced stance on the threat of China than 

Germany´s national security strategy, as it strongly outlines its concerns of the CCP advancing an 

authoritarian system and undermining individual rights and freedoms (HM Government 2023, 8). The 
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IRR2023 also mentions the threat perception of China partnering with Russia and Russia partnering with 

Iran, which the German paper does not do. This could be argued to reflect the more systemic power 

aware strategic culture of the UK. 

As presented in the contextualization section describing the strategic cultures of Germany and the United 

Kingdom, the two case countries have significantly different strategic cultures. Strategic culture 

influences the states perceptions of the intentions of others, which is the most important element defining 

a state’s perception of the international environment (Borozna 2008). As mentioned, based on the 

strategy documents the threat perceptions of both states seem remarkably similar, despite expectations 

of variation due to the significantly different strategic cultures and their central role in threat perception. 

When in international relations research strategic culture is generally argued to be able to explain 

variation in behaviour of states faced with similar structural stimulus, neorealism, or in the case of 

alliance behaviour specifically balance-of-threat theory can be able to explain the lack of variation in 

behaviour between states that have different strategic cultures. This paper argues that this is the case in 

German and British threat perceptions of Russia during 2023. 

While the above analysis suggests very similar threat perceptions of Russia during 2023, this has not 

always been the case. Threat perceptions on Russia have previously diverged (see for example Maulny 

et al. 2020). In the 2009-2018 period, the United Kingdom had adopted the most confrontational security 

strategy towards Russia, when compared to the strategies of all EU countries, including Germany (Silva 

2024). It could be argued that the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has worked as a driver to align 

German and British threat perceptions. Even though Germany and the UK interpret threats through very 

different strategic cultural lenses, the Russian invasion and ongoing war against its neighbour is such a 

shock and blatant undermining of regional security that there just are very little feasible options outside 

of naming Russia as the significant main threat. Although not examined here, it is to be expected that a 

similar development can be recognized overall in the European region. While examining change is not 

the goal of this paper and also not possible with the short timeframe applied, this development leaves the 

question of which way the change in threat perceptions has moved. As the British perceived the threat of 

Russia as significant already before 2022, it becomes evident that after the increase of Russia´s aggressive 

intentions and offensive power, namely the invasion of Ukraine and driving the country into full scale 

state of war economy, the German perception of threat level has increased to match the British.  

Based on previous research then, it could be seen that the German threat perception of Russia has only 

changed after the full invasion of Ukraine, but not for example after 2014 and the annexation of Crimea. 
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In his case it would seem that the threat posed by Russia has heightened in the German view only after 

the perceived aggressive intentions heightened due to the invasion in 2022. This would then implicate 

that in the case of Germany and the threat of Russia, material factors based on balance-of-threat theory 

have had more influence than strategic culture. It could be argued that a states right to territorial integrity 

and sovereignty are such core values of German strategic culture that the invasion caused a strong 

reaction in the German perception, thus changing the threat assessment. However, the annexation of 

Crimea did not cause such a reaction, which leaves this argument somewhat open. It could be seen that 

the strategic culture of avoiding confrontation, trusting diplomacy, and advancing economic ties 

suppressed the development of a more amplified threat perception. 

All in all, the threat perceptions based on the primary data are very similar between the two countries. 

This can be seen to have been affected by the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, as the shock of 

conventional warfare breaking out in Europe pushed the German perceptions towards the already more 

amplified British threat perceptions. Common threat perceptions do not come as such a surprise, as both 

countries are also NATO members and Russia is the most obvious and traditional opponent for the 

alliance, which to function has to align threat perceptions of all member states. Russia itself can also be 

seen to have further aided the alignment of perceptions, as it often rhetorically groups NATO countries 

together and directs its aggressive statements towards the alliance as a unit (as presented for example in 

Wilhelmsen & Hjermann 2022). On the second state threat mentioned in both the countries’ strategies, 

China is regarded by both as a systemic challenge rather than a direct military threat. Both strategies also 

work around naming China as a threat through descriptions like “systemic rival” and “epoch-defining 

challenge”. Thus, while Russia is seen as explicitly the most important threat by both cases, China is 

regarded more as a systemic challenge that is not perceived as very threatening but approached with 

caution. While the German threat perceptions presented some elements that could be traced back to its 

strategic culture, the British perceptions revealed less in terms of cultural factors as drivers. In the case 

of threat perceptions, it could be concluded that balance-of-threat theory provided more insights to their 

formation compared to strategic culture, although not completely overruling cultural effects. 

5.2. Constructing Strategic Preference 

Strategic preference plays a significant role in international relations, as it shapes state behaviour through 

limiting the options that policy makers even consider to be on the table. In strategic culture theory, 

strategic culture shapes what responses to issues are considered acceptable or unacceptable constructing 

strategic preference (Johnston 1995b). Through strategic preference, past behaviour can be interpreted, 
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and while future behaviour cannot be accurately foreseen, it allows to interpret that policy option A that 

is more acceptable from a strategic cultural perspective is more likely to be chosen than policy option B 

that would be less acceptable. As strategic preference is a concept borrowed from strategic culture theory, 

it is more easily applied to examine preferences based on strategic culture. However, while strategic 

preferences are more implicit compared for example threat perceptions which are to the most part clearly 

stated in security strategies, they can still be examined using also a balance-of-threat approach. 

Examining strategic preference can also help gain insights on the interplay between threat perceptions 

and alliance behaviour in a balance-of-threat analysis. While concrete alliance behaviour outside of states 

joining or leaving formal military alliances is difficult to examine, the analysis of strategic preference 

especially based on a combinative theoretical approach can support it. Examining a state’s strategic 

preference is here done through examining the data documents for firstly indications of structural logic 

behind preferred response, which can be implicated for example in mentions of own capabilities, 

geography, and structural constraints. Secondly, the cultural implications on strategic preference are 

examined, which can include for example references to history, norms and values, constructing a foreign 

policy identity that guides alliance behaviour. As the analytical priority in this thesis is given to balance-

of-threat theory, the analysis continues based on its logic. This means that the threats and their 

interpretation will be carried forward, and the analysis in this chapter will focus on the strategic 

preference for responses to the threats recognized in the previous chapter, before moving forward to 

alliance behaviour in the next one. 

Germany´s national security strategy describes a general strategic preference for multilateralism, 

diplomacy, and economic stability focusing on risk management. The United Kingdom´s integrated 

review refresh reflects similar preferences but advancing them through a more proactive posture. The 

documents reflect the countries strategic preferences shaping their responses to perceived threats, with 

resilience being a cross-cutting theme in both. While both strategies reflect similar threats, their strategic 

preferences reveal national orientations distinct to the states. 

5.2.1. Balance of Threat 

As a result of the analysis, several implications for strategic preference based on threat perceptions and 

a structural realist theoretical approach can be recognized. An essential German strategic preference 

based on the document is the need for rebuilding of the Bundeswehr. Already in Chancellor Scholtz´s 

foreword to the strategy document, he mentions that the German government has “finally” decided to 
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equip the Bundeswehr appropriately (Bundesregierung 2023, 5). The Bundeswehr suffers from 

significant underfunding after years of downsizing after the end of the Cold War. This was due to a larger 

change in paradigm, including the belief of the relevance of conventional warfare capabilities being over 

and a shift towards smaller international operations. Now with the ongoing Russian war against Ukraine, 

this belief was proved wrong. Due to its poor state, the German military has been ridiculed after the 

realization of the misinterpretation the security environment developments (Gebauer & von Hammerstein 

2023).  

Currently, the limited capacity of the German armed forces poses an essential material limitation for the 

state. The state is materially unprepared for conflict, which significantly lowers its deterring ability. As 

the threat of Russia has been perceived as significant especially based on aggressive intentions and 

offensive power, removing this limitation is a key preference for Germany from a balance-of-threat 

perspective, as an increased threat perception calls for increasing own capabilities. This is reflected 

heavily in the German strategy paper: 

The Federal Government and the German Bundestag are drawing the necessary conclusions from 

the dramatically changed security situation and, as a first step, have paved the way to significantly 

strengthening the Bundeswehr’s capability for defence and collective defence with a special fund. 

In this context, the Federal Government is focusing in particular on NATO’s capability targets 

and on bridging capability gaps quickly. We will eliminate the structural deficits that impede this 

goal. (Bundesregierung 2023, 30) 

This statement reflects the Bundeswehr´s capability shortcomings but also notes the structural limitations 

for a swift rebuild, which pose concrete challenges to policy options when considering threats. The 

fundamental purpose of the German armed forces of defending Germany is also reinforced several times 

in the document through statements like “National and collective defence is the core task of the 

Bundeswehr, with all other tasks subordinate to this task” and “The Bundeswehr remains the guarantor 

of Germany´s deterrence and defence capability” (Bundesregierung 2023, 32; 30). This highlights the 

preference shifting from the previous aim of producing capabilities for smaller overseas crisis 

management operations to defending the homeland from conventional military threats among others. 

In the German NSS2023 the capacity building of the Bundeswehr is closely tied to NATO goals and 

framed as a collective security effort. The reinforcing is argued to be done to match NATO capability 

requirements, and this is mentioned several times (Bundesregierung 30; 33). NATO is also explicitly 
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stated as the “primary guarantor of protection against military threats” (ibid, 31). Overall, this emphasis 

of commitment to the alliance can be seen to support the threat perceptions for several reasons. As 

mentioned, the current state of the German armed forces limits the ability to counter the Russian threat. 

Emphasizing efforts and commitment towards NATO can be seen to add credibility through the 

capacities of the alliance and also keep up burden-sharing, as the German military rebuild is still 

underway. Even if Germany would want to balance out the Russian threat also independently in addition 

to alliance frameworks, it is currently limited from doing so and must emphasize the role of the alliance 

in its deterrence. This is also rational considered from a wider international relations perspective. In 

connection to the ridicule the German military has faced, there have been criticisms of its low 

contributions to the alliance’s capacities compared to its economic power (Politico 2023). In the past 

years this has caused fears of the United States shifting priority from Europe to the Pacific and overall 

lowered commitment to the old continent if European allies do not step up their defence spending, to 

which the German rearmament can now be seen an answer6. Additionally, the emphasis on regional 

security through NATO can be seen to reflect the perception of Russia´s threat as regional, strengthening 

joint deterrence. 

In connection to this, Germany prefers an internal approach of answering to the threat. The German 

security strategy highlights resilience, societal and economic capacity building, and energy security 

instead of for example external power projection, although the added funding to the Bundeswehr to fill 

capability gaps is also a central topic. For example, in the foreword of Defence Minister Annalena 

Baerbock notes that: “…we as a society have to become more resilient – more resilient to attacks on our 

freedom from the outside and to vulnerabilities on the inside” (Bundesregierung 2023, 7). Resilience can 

be seen as the key theme of the strategy document in general. This is in line with the German threat 

assessment, as these preferences are understood as increasing German security against regional instability 

and not direct military confrontation. The strategy also notes that Germany is the most populous country 

and the largest economy in Europe (Bundesregierung 2023, 20). This reflects the German sense of 

responsibility, as it recognizes its relative influence within the region and thus expectancy of leadership 

in its security framework – a factor that it has been criticized to lack in often (Tisdall 2024). 

 
6 For example, a survey by the Institute for Global Affairs found that only 6 % of Western Europeans see the US as a “very 
reliable” guarantor of European security in the next decade. (Robinson et al. 2024) 
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The German national security strategy document explicitly lists the foundations of German security 

interests:  

Our security interests are shaped by our geographical location, our membership of the European 

Union and NATO, our outward-looking and internationally integrated social market economy 

and our responsibility for our natural resources. (Bundesregierung 2023, 20) 

From a balance-of-threat theory perspective, the notion of geographical location as the firstly mentioned 

factor shaping security interests can be seen to return to the effect of proximity on threat perception. In 

the previous analytical chapter, it was concluded that Germany´s threat perception is strongly tied to its 

geographical location in the centre of Europe. Although it is not a direct neighbour of Russia, the state 

perceived as most threatening, it perceives the threat through a regional European perspective. This 

indicates that Germany´s strategic preferences in responding to threats are also closely tied especially to 

a regional understanding of security instead of a national. Germany interprets the threat of Russia to 

undermine the stability in Europe and its strategic preference is also to respond on this level emphasizing 

regional security. From a material perspective this can be seen as logical, as the central location of 

Germany in Europe and the interconnectedness of its economy in the region makes it especially 

vulnerable in crises affecting regional stability.  

Regarding the threat by China, Germany´s strategic preference can be seen to be pursuing a de-risking 

approach, focusing on the crisis resilience of the German society rather than directly countering and 

confronting the threat either unilaterally or through multilateral frameworks. This is in line with 

Germany´s systemic and indirect perception of China´s threat based on balance-of-threat theory factors. 

The internationally integrated social market economy is noted also in the foundational elements shaping 

security interests of Germany (Bundesregierung 2023, 20). As the strategy also argues that China uses 

its economic power for political gain (ibid, 23), from a German perspective this element can be seen to 

be threatened by China, which shapes its strategic preferences. The strategy states that a core security 

interest of Germany is to maintain the open economic and financial system, including secure supply of 

energy (ibid, 21). An additional factor is the experience of very quickly and abruptly having to decouple 

from Russian energy supplies after the invasion on Ukraine, prompting a new approach. The NSS2023 

for example states that:  
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Our goal is to ensure that economic ties do not have a negative impact on our security. We will 

therefore reduce existing critical dependencies and concentration risks and prevent new 

dependencies emerging by means of diversification. (Bundesregierung 2023, 54) 

Diversification is one of the core themes in the strategy document and signals a realist approach to 

dependencies on a systemic level. These preferences can be seen as firstly aims to make sure that a 

dependency like on Russian energy does not happen again, and secondly as the realization of the systemic 

risks posed by China, although not specifically attributed. In general, Germany´s preference seems to be 

not preparing for competition of zero-sum power games but protecting system-level stability. Based on 

the strategy paper German strategic preference regarding security policy and answering to threats is 

tightly anchored in multilateralism, which from a balance-of-threat perspective is logical as its own 

capabilities are still limited before the promised defence reform takes shape. 

Moving to the British balance-of-threat strategic preferences and the IRR2023, the document implicates 

a priority to change the British posture on security significantly to respond to the threats of “… a period 

of heightened risk and volatility that is likely to last beyond the 2030s” overall reflecting a pragmatic 

understanding of the current security environment (HM Government 2023, 7). As discussed before, the 

IRR2023 recognizes Russia as the most significant threat to the UK´s security. In response to this threat, 

a central strategic preference that can be recognized from the British strategy is building deterrence and 

countering capabilities towards the aggressive intentions and offensive power posed by Russia. Similarly 

to its German counterpart, the British armed forces have undergone significant funding cuts since the 

end of the Cold War, with claims of the army being a “hollow force” arising (Haynes, 2023). One of the 

Integrated Review Refresh documents main points is the significant new funding aimed at defence 

capabilities, with “new aspiration to reach 2,5% of GDP (HM Government 2023, 3). The strategy reflects 

an urgent need to develop credible capabilities to counter the Russian threat: “…there are urgent and 

immediate pressures brought about by the deteriorating security situation” (ibid, 12). This emphasizes 

the preference and sense of urgency for taking meaningful action. “Addressing the threat posed by Russia 

to European security” is recognized as the most important national security conclusion, with the key 

preference according to the document being denial of Russian benefit from its invasion (ibid, 11).  

Another strategic preference of the United Kingdom can be seen to be the explicit focus on primarily the 

Euro-Atlantic region and secondarily to the Indo-Pacific region. Doing so the strategy signals the priority 

of these two areas and limits down the scope on which the British security strategy prefers to aim 

resources to. From a balance-of-threat perspective, directing efforts at these two regions seems logical as 
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they align with the threat perceptions of most importantly Russia and secondarily while implicitly China. 

Countering offensive power coupled with aggressive intentions of Russia logically requires the most 

effort. Geographic proximity, while the UK is an island state on the other side of the European continent, 

also plays a role through regional stability and interconnectedness with allies closer to the Russian border. 

The United Kingdom could also be considered a front-line state through its strategically critical location 

in the junction of the Atlantic and Baltic oceans. The strategy states in the foreword from Prime Minister 

Sunak: “The security and prosperity of the Euro-Atlantic will remain our core priority, bolstered by a 

reinvigoration of our European relationships. But that cannot be separated from our wider neighbourhood 

on the periphery of our continent and a free and open Indo-Pacific” (HM Government 2023, 3).  

This statement alongside other evidence from the data indicates also other strategic preferences. After 

Brexit, the UK has been reluctant to engage in cooperation directly with the EU, which also the 

formulation of “reinvigoration” of European relationships suggests. The strategy also notes that the UK 

aims to build stronger relationships with European allies and partners, with explicitly stating that these 

include the European Union (HM Government 2023, 13). This tightening of ranks can be seen to signal 

a preference for balancing the Russian threat through tightening regional alignment, while not yet 

committing to alliance behaviour. Also, the statement highlights the importance of the Indo-Pacific 

region to the UK, and the advancing of its interests there. The strategy argues that the “Indo-Pacific tilt” 

outlined in the original 2021 Integrated Review has been achieved, which aimed at focusing more efforts 

and thus strengthening the position of the UK in the region (ibid, 2).  

The strategy indicates high interest of the UK in the Indo-Pacific area, reflecting the threat perception on 

China. Based on the vague threat perception, the from the strategy it can be interpreted that the UK´s 

strategic preference is to balance engagement with China between cooperation and resistance. This is 

stated in the strategy several times, with the three pillars of the UK´s China-strategy as outlined in the 

IRR2023 are “protect, align, and engage”, (HM Government 2023, 31) and in the foreword from the 

Prime Minister it is stated that:  

We will work with our partners to engage with Beijing on issues such as climate change. But 

where there are attempts by the Chinese Communist Party to coerce or create dependencies, we 

will work closely with other to push back against them. (HM Government 2023, 3) 

Overall, the strategy indicates a preference for a careful balancing approach focusing on diplomacy while 

simultaneously strengthening internal resilience and capabilities regarding China. On the other hand, the 
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strategy does mention Taiwan a total of five times, indicating that the UK is also interested in taking an 

active stance on potential conflicts through Chinas ambitions. However, the mentions also ambiguously 

call for no “unilateral attempts to change the status quo” (HM Government 2023, 31; 43). Also, regarding 

the Indo-Pacific region, the strategy promotes cooperation with allies and deepening engagement within 

frameworks like AUKUS and Five Eyes throughout the paper. From a balance-of-threat perspective the 

focus on Indo-Pacific, while also region of interest for the UK as such, helps maintaining US commitment 

to European security as US sees UK involvement in the region positively. This goes for both the threats 

from Russia and China. Resilience is a key topic of the strategy and clearly understanding also sectors 

like economy and technology as key security interest, protected by upholding sovereignty and 

competitiveness. 

In general, the British strategy indicates several key strategic preferences. Firstly, the strong focus on the 

European continent supported by tightening cooperation with actors in the region, based in the 

threatening posture of Russia. Secondly, increasing independent capability and doing so urgently to 

address Russia´s threat. And thirdly, an approach on China navigating between cooperation and 

confrontation. The strategy speaks for a strong focus on national security and advancing security interests 

as priorities also through foreign policy. This is supported also by the statement of the UK cooperating 

with states that do not necessarily align with its values, “middle-ground powers”, signalling the priority 

of security from systemic threats (HM Government 2023, 9). The British strategy describes a threat 

conscious, pragmatic, defensive approach, emphasizing partnerships and alliances. The pragmatism is 

present also in the noting of financial constraints (ibid, 12). Elements of balance-of-threat theory can be 

found when examining the Integrated Review Refresh, suggesting that the strategic preferences of the 

UK align with the theory and threat perceptions outlined utilizing it. 

5.2.2. Strategic Culture 

As discussed before, based on the strategy papers the threat perceptions of Germany and the United 

Kingdom are very similar, argued to be the results of an aligning of perceptions caused by the Russian 

invasion on Ukraine in 2022. Based on this, it could be assumed that as perceptions of the threat are 

similar, so would also be the strategic preferences to address them. However unlike in the case of threat 

perceptions, in strategic preferences the two case states express notable differences in considerations on 

the appropriate response to the threats, as presented in the previous subchapter. This could suggest that 

strategic culture has at least moderate influence on the strategic preferences of the states. How strategic 
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preferences are reflected from a cultural perspective and how strategic culture might influence them 

based on them will be examined next. 

One of the most essential aspects of the German security strategy is the rebuilding of Bundeswehr 

capabilities. This is part of the fundamental security policy shift in Germany post-2022, known as the 

Zeitenwende or “Watershed moment”. This has been seen as a significant change especially considering 

the traditionally very anti-militarist and pacifist strategic culture or Germany. While it is still up to debate 

and future research on how significant (or not) the outspoken shift will be, it could be argued that this is 

a clear indication of considerations aligning with balance-of-threat theory being prominent in the German 

security policy. However, there are nuances to the rearmament identifiable from the German NSS2023 

which can be interpreted to suggest tenets of the German strategic culture strongly influencing how 

strategic preferences are shaped. In the German strategic culture, the rebuilding of the German armed 

forces is closely tied to multilateralism, as the paper highlights that German security and the security of 

allies is inseparable, and that the increasing of military resources is done to meet NATO requirements 

(Bundesregierung 2023, 30). Multilateralism has been at the core of German strategic culture since the 

Second World War. This can be seen to stem from the “never again alone” principle, suggesting that 

Germany will never again act unilaterally in international affairs. This principle is especially highlighted 

in cases of military involvement, as Germany has strongly relied on a wide consensus and allies when 

any kind of armed force is considered. From a strategic preference perspective, responding to threats in 

general terms also means choosing sides, which for Germany sparks the need to seek support in core 

allies and partners. This framing also points out the limits of the acceptability of rearmament in German 

strategic culture, as it needs to be closely tied to multilateralism and the threat of Russia. The strategic 

cultural acceptability of Germany investing in its military is still constrained by the pacifist tradition.  

Overall, the German strategic preference is strengthening deterrence in response to threats but still 

emphasizing diplomacy strongly. The desire to strengthen deterrence can be seen as contrary to the 

traditionally very anti-militaristic German strategic culture, but as part of a potential larger shift and still 

supported by focus on diplomacy and multilateralism, which lie at the core of German strategic thinking 

and tradition. Alongside to meet requirements of key allies, capability rebuilding is framed as restoring 

the baseline capacity of a functioning army, not necessarily increased power posture (Bundesregierung 

2023, 5). 

Germany also prefers to leverage other than military factors in its security, for example the strategy states 

that: “Germany’s resilience and competitiveness are based on its high level of innovativeness and on 
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technological and digital sovereignty” (Bundesregierung 2023, 15). This suggests that Germany strongly 

aims to support its resilience and deterrence through focusing also on non-military means, an attempt 

very much in line with German strategic culture. German strategic preference in this case is being shaped 

by a defensive strategic culture with a domestic perspective on security and building capacity for alliance 

defence. 

Another significant strategic preference for Germany based on the document is the economic de-risking, 

ensuring economic stability and technological sovereignty. This is especially due to the threat assessment 

of firstly systemic rivalry increasing globally, strengthening of authoritarian actors, and risks of 

dependency and interconnectedness with China and Russia. This is indicated in the document: 

We will reduce current one-sided dependencies in the supply of raw materials and energy, as well 

as in other strategically relevant areas, by diversifying our supply relationships and taking 

targeted steps to safeguard supply, for example crucial raw materials (Bundesregierung 2023, 

15). 

This reflects and can be seen to be shaped by several aspects of German strategic culture. Firstly, it 

highlights the German commitment to free trading norms and the role of economy in diplomacy, which 

has been an essential element of its strategic culture for example presented in the wandel durch handel-

policy of the Cold War era. Additionally, while it is in German interests to lessen its dependencies and 

strengthen resilience, it strongly avoids a confrontational stance and prioritizes diversification over 

decoupling: “Reducing dependencies can only succeed in cooperation with a large number of reliable 

partners and allies.(…)Cooperation projects with global partners are designed to benefit both sides and 

are a decisive step to prevent the formation of blocs.” (Bundesregierung 2023, 54). It can also be 

interpreted that the avoidance of naming China as a threat and highlighting its role as also a partner is 

aimed to this goal (ibid, 12). 

Upholding the rules-based international order and multilateralism is also an essential strategic preference 

for Germany. As discussed, based on the document this system is under challenge from the threats of 

rising systemic rivalry and the attempts of revisionist states to undermine international law 

(Bundesregierung 2023, 23). In the NSS2023 countering these threats is noted multiple times: “We 

confidently embrace competition with states that are opposed to a free international order based on 

international law and the United Nations Charter” (ibid, 49). The document also states that: “We 

resolutely defend the free and rules-based international order, which protects our values and interests.” 
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(ibid, 49). German strategic culture strongly shapes this preference, as international legal norms, 

structures, and diplomacy are its core values. These are shaped for example by the traumas and 

experiences from WWII and disregard for legal norms and the non-use of force, alongside post-WWII 

European integration. A multilateralism perspective is also integrated in this preference, as the strategy 

states that countering spheres of influence is done together with the EU and other global partners (ibid, 

49). 

A key topic and indicated preference of Germany is also building resilience. This is done to counter the 

complexity of threats from a generally unstable global and regional security environment 

(Bundesregierung 2023, 35). Resilience can even be considered as somewhat of a buzzword of the 

National Security Strategy, mentioned consistently throughout the whole document and even included in 

the name of the strategy. The preference to strengthen resilience is highlighted for example as follows: 

“Our civil preparedness is being fundamentally reviewed and enhanced as part of our overall defence in 

order to develop the resilience needed should a conflict arise.” (ibid, 34-35). This focus also to a part can 

be seen to be shaped by the German strategic culture emphasizing non-military defence and a civil 

approach to security. 

In the Integrated Review Refresh 2023, the United Kingdom presents clear strategic preferences based 

on its threat perception. As the Russian aggressive intentions and offensive power were recognized as 

the most pressing threat to the country at the time, logically also countering it is a very important strategic 

preference. The strategy outlines that: “Our most pressing national security and foreign policy priority in 

the short-to-medium term is to address the threat posed by Russia to European security.” (HM 

Government 2023, 11). More specifically the strategy also states that a vital part of this is “…denying 

Russia any strategic benefit from its invasion.” (ibid, 11). Based on the strategy support to Ukraine and 

leadership in NATO, alongside strengthening armed capabilities are the most essential elements to this 

preference (ibid, 2; 3). This stance is rooted in a long strategic cultural tradition of strong deterrence and 

leadership regionally and globally on security issues. This is based on the British identity of a global 

power and sense of responsibility for leadership. 

To address the implicitly mentioned threat of China on a systemic and regional level, the UK signals 

preference to an approach balancing between resistance and cooperation. This is outlined in the IRR 2023 

for example as follows: 
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We will work with Beijing on issues such as climate change. But where there are attempts by the 

Chinese Communist Party to coerce or create dependencies, we will work closely with others to 

push back against them. And we are taking new action to protect ourselves, our democracy and 

our economy at home. (HM Government 2023, 3). 

The threat is in some instances of the strategy also outspoken more directly, as for example it states that  

We will update the UK´s approach on China to keep pace with the evolving and epoch-defining 

challenge it poses to the international order. First, we will increase our national security 

protections in those areas where Chinese Communist Party actions pose a threat to our people, 

prosperity and security. (ibid, 12-13) 

These statements indicating the UK´s strategic preferences can be seen to reflect the British strategic 

culture. Stemming from its global empire legacy, the UK´s strategic culture leans towards a pragmatic 

and power politics realist stance. This is reflected in its strategic preferences, as the UK recognizes the 

power of China and its inability to actively balance it but instead favours a flexible approach that 

incorporates both cooperation and resistance. This allows for managing risks and pursuing interests 

without having to actively confront the great power. Also, the statements recognize the need for the UK 

to gather like-minded partners for efforts to push back on China´s ambitions. The flexible approach also 

allows for the UK to pursue its interests but still uphold its values of upholding a rules-based international 

order. Still, the UK is more active and confronting also in the case of China, which another example of 

is that the British IRR2023 mentions Taiwan several times and has a dedicated section for its China 

strategy, while the German NSS2023 does not mention Taiwan at all and statements on China are also 

relatively limited. 

It is clear that the UK at least on a strategy paper level favours a proactive approach globally to advance 

its interests on national and international security. Strengthening this active and power projection stance 

is overall an important strategic preference for the United Kingdom, which can be seen to be in 

connection to the threat of a weakening rules-based international order. Upholding an international 

system which is favourable for itself is a key interest, and in pursuing this, the active shaping role of the 

UK is an essential element. This also signals that overall, the projection of power and global involvement 

is generally regarded as acceptable based on the British strategic culture. In the IRR2023, the four key 

pillars of the strategic framework include “shaping the international environment, deter, defend and 
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compete across all domains and generate strategic advantage” (HM Government 2023, 1). The firstly 

mentioned pillar for example also includes a statement that:  

…traditional multilateral approaches and defending the post-Cold War ´rules-based international 

system´ are no longer sufficient on their own. The UK will prioritize shaping activity across the 

strategic arenas where developments will be most consequential for our core national interest and 

international order… (ibid, 19) 

This general activist posture is strongly rooted in the British strategic culture and its tradition of 

understanding the country as a global actor for which global engagement and power projection comes as 

a natural role. This activist posture could also be analysed to reflect the British need for strengthening 

and asserting its global identity and strategic autonomy following Brexit, as the UK has had to take a 

more independent approach to advance its interests. This reorientation highlights an understanding that 

influence must be upheld and but also is in line with its Atlanticist orientation emphasizing partnerships 

and an outward facing stance. In general, the UK´s approach based on the strategy paper presents itself 

as flexible, alongside multilateralism closely tied to smaller groups and bilateral partnership work 

globally, while simultaneously maintaining independent agency. In this effort, similarly to the German 

national security strategy, resilience is a central topic in the IRR2023. Resilience is also one of the four 

key pillars of the strategy paper (HM Government 2023, 1). Although a general trend in the security 

strategies of states globally in the past years, emphasizing resilience is also in line with the British 

strategic autonomy and historical island defence traditions. 

Overall, in the British strategy a sense of pragmatism and calculated posture can be interpreted, 

suggesting that in this case the realities of the threat environment and the capacities needed to address 

them override a strategic cultural tendency for a stronger global agency. The threat of Russia forces the 

United Kingdom to take a step back on the global arena and focus on national security locally and 

regionally on its home continent. The outspoken financial limitations in the strategy also suggest towards 

a need to prioritize, in which consideration the most amplified threat, Russia, has prevailed in the 

distribution of attention and resources. While in British strategy there still is a sense of global 

responsibility security wise, it is not as evident as strategic culture might suggest. This indicates a shift 

from a more strategic culture informed approach to one more shaped by logic that can be recognised 

through balance-of-threat theory.  
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The key strategic preference difference between Germany and the United Kingdom is in the posture, as 

Germany still employs a more risk management approach, and the United Kingdom takes a significantly 

more assertive and active stance. The British strategy points this out: “Moving away from a 

predominantly risk-management approach to national security and engaging proactively in areas of 

growing importance to both global prosperity and security” (HM Government 2023, 6). This is listed as 

one of the significant shifts the previous Integrated Review introduced, pointing to a preference for the 

UK to strengthen its active power and interest projection. Signalling the structural change of the UK´s 

posture, the IRR2023 also states that “… static defence of the status quo was no longer sufficient to 

promote the UK´s interests and protect the British people…” (HM Government 2023, 6). 

Factors like economic stability and technological capacity are recognized as considered as important 

threat angles by both states. The strong focus on increasing resilience capabilities indicates a change in 

strategic threat perception, as non-military threats or as the British strategy paper formulates it “below 

the threshold of armed conflict” and the sense of vulnerability to them is considered heightened (HM 

Government 2023, 9). Both states clearly state in the strategies that the support of Ukraine against the 

Russian attack is closely tied to their own national security (Bundesregierung 2023, 38; HM Government 

2023, 8). Negative changes in the threat environment are perceived as long-term developments, which 

translates also to the strategic preferences of the states to make structural-level adaptations to address 

challenges. A strong focus on regional security in the neighbourhood of the state’s signals a strong 

perception of a geographically proximate threat, in this case Russia. 

When considering the strategic preferences of a state, a central part are the assumptions firstly about the 

threat, and secondly about the use of force against these threats, specifically the conditions under which 

the use of force is acceptable and whether through use of force the outcome or level of threat can be 

changed (Johnston 1995b, 46). Compared to the other strategic preferences, the preferences on use of 

force can be seen to be deeper manifestations of a state’s specific strategic culture. In the strategy papers 

of Germany and the United Kingdom, the use of force is given only limited explicit consideration. Still, 

for example, the British IRR2023 states that “We would consider using our nuclear weapons only in 

extreme circumstances of self-defence, including the defence of our NATO allies.” (HM Government 

2023, 33). On the other hand, the British paper also notes that: 

In addition to our nuclear deterrent, the UK´s conventional, cyber and space forces must be 

sufficiently capable, resilient, deployable and adaptive to deter potential adversaries from 

engaging in conflict, and to win a conflict if deterrence fails. (HM Government 2023, 34) 
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Then again, the German national security strategy only refers to the use of force implicitly through 

statements on upholding and strengthening deterrence, and the Bundeswehr being the “… guarantor of 

Germany´s deterrence and defence capability” (Bundesregierung 2023, 30). The German strategy does 

also mention that the Bundeswehr will be made to an army that is “able to respond and act rapidly at all 

times” (ibid, 33). Nuclear weapons are addressed through noting that  

As long as nuclear weapons exist, maintaining credible nuclear deterrence is essential for NATO 

and for European security. Germany will continue to do its part in nuclear sharing and will 

constantly provide the dual-capable aircraft this requires. (ibid, 32). 

Overall, on the preferences on using force to counter threats, specific indications are few in number in 

both of the strategies. The British strategy outlines a clearer standing on the justification behind use of 

force, stating that extreme cases of self-defence including the defence of allies is when also the use of 

nuclear weapons is considered. The German strategy provides a more ambiguous policy, still signalling 

that deterrence and defence are the uses for the Bundeswehr. This also ties the use of force strictly to 

self-defence in case of deterrence failing. On the use of nuclear weapons, only deterrence is mentioned 

in the strategy, and their use is not considered. However, this difference can also be attributed to the UK 

having an independent nuclear capability outside NATO, unlike Germany. Nevertheless, based on the 

differing strategic cultures of the two countries the assumption could have been made that the British 

strategy would indicate a more accepting stance towards considering the use of force to protect its 

interests globally, stemming from its history of expeditionary military missions and interest towards 

shaping the global security environment. The German strategy then could have been even more rejecting 

towards the idea of any way of coercion or use of force and now frames it as a sort of necessary evil. 

5.3. Forming Alliance Behaviour 

Moving to the final stage of the analysis, the concrete forming of alliance behaviour will be examined 

next. Again, as mentioned earlier in the thesis, alliance behaviour is here understood as strategic 

orientations, expressed preferences and rhetorical framings that states adopt in their interaction with other 

states regarding their security. As discussed in the chapter outlining the combinative framework of this 

thesis, alliance behaviour is formed firstly through threat perceptions, which direct strategic preferences 

of action to counter the threats. After these, strategic preferences and threat perceptions guide the 

formation of alliance behaviour. All three stages are affected by structural and cultural influence, which 

can shape the perceptions of threats, preferences and finally implicated behaviour.  
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The analysis is conducted by searching the strategy documents for potential references to alliance policy 

direction, implicated through for example indications towards balancing or bandwagoning, 

confrontational or cooperative policy. Additionally, the findings from previous analytical chapters 

examining strategic preferences and especially threat perceptions will be implemented to the forming of 

alliance behaviour. Again, a structural approach is taken first, after which the analysis will move to a 

strategic cultural perspective to interpret the proposed alliance policy orientations, through for example 

interpreting if the alliance behaviour indications recognized in the texts reflect threat perceptions, 

strategic preference, and strategic culture overall. 

The primary sources for the analysis are strategy papers, which limits out examining actual actions of 

the states, as the strategy papers represent intended action and are not transcripts of previous or future 

foreign and security policy behaviour. However, the strategies represent strong intent and thus can be 

used to examine also potential alliance behaviour. Additionally, as the strategies are public, they 

represent distinct policy acts as such and can thus be used to analyse policy. Following balance-of-threat 

theory, alliance behaviour is analysed in light of the threat perceptions outlined in the first analytical 

chapter. Based on the analysis there is only a limited number of threats especially from another state that 

are perceived as serious, thus there is only a limited amount of alliance behaviour addressing that threat. 

This can also be seen to be an integral part of the nature of alliance behaviour as a concept, a fundamental 

level strategic orientation, of which there cannot be many for one state at the same time. Otherwise, the 

states foreign policy would become very fragmented and likely highly ineffective.  

5.3.1. Balance of Threat 

On alliance behaviour, the German National Security Strategy 2023 includes several points. Firstly, and 

most importantly, the strategy strongly highlights German commitment to NATO and notably 

emphasizes the role of the alliance as the “…primary guarantor of protection against military threats” 

(Bundesregierung 2023, 31). Germany´s evident prioritization of NATO indicates that it leans to it as the 

balancing mechanism against the Russian threat and its aggressive nature also clearly outspoken in the 

strategy. The strategy for example also directly states that:  

… Russia is directly threatening our security and that of our allies in NATO and the EU. Neither 

Germany nor NATO seek any rivalry or confrontation with Russia, however we are prepared and 

able at any time to defend our sovereignty and freedom and that of our allies” (ibid, 22).  
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Also, in the foreword of Chancellor Olaf Scholtz the “watershed moment” of Russia´s attack on Ukraine 

is the driver for the decision to rebuild the Bundeswehr (ibid, 5). These statements indicate clear 

balancing behaviour by Germany against the threat of Russia. In addition to direct references, alliance 

commitment and thus balancing behaviour is signalled through contributions to NATO capacities, 

commitment to the alliance’s nuclear deterrence, but also increased responsibility taking. Generally, 

through the National Security Strategy Germany also signals taking up more leadership in European 

defence, something it has been often criticized of being reluctant to do. For example, in the strategy it is 

stated that Germany as the most populous country and largest economy in Europe, Germany bears a 

special responsibility in several sectors, including security (Bundesregierung 2023, 19). These factors 

form the most evident alliance behaviour of Germany. 

Alongside NATO, the German strategy paper also mentions the EU as a security framework several 

times. While NATO is named the primary protection, commitment to the EU´s mutual assistance clause 

is mentioned (Bundesregierung 2023, 31), and the interest to bolster independent capabilities of the EU 

also on security is noted as follows: “We want to ensure that the European Union is able to act 

geopolitically and to uphold its security and sovereignty for the coming generations” (ibid 13). While the 

EU is not a military alliance as such, this is tied to balancing behaviour against Russia but also balancing 

against the systemic threat of China. While China is not perceived as similarly threatening to Russia, the 

exceptionally high amount of aggregate power of China raises any concerns about the intentions of the 

country to threatening. Thus, following balance-of-threat logic balancing behaviour against China is also 

to be expected, even though other factors like aggressive intentions especially directly against Germany 

and geographic proximity are not as high. Aggressive intentions can also be interpreted to be directed at 

the global systemic level, due to which balancing against China is also done indirectly. 

The behaviour against China and the systemic challenge is not as strong and evident as against Russia, 

due to the lesser degree of threat perceived. Balancing against the threat of China is also not signalled as 

explicitly as in the case of Russia. For example, while China is described to try “… in various ways to 

remould the existing rules-based international order, is asserting a regionally dominant position with ever 

more vigour, acting time and again counter to our interests and values”, there are no responses to this 

mentioned directly like against Russia (Bundesregierung 2023, 24). The responses to systemic threats 

are mentioned only in general, for example: “We resolutely defend the free and rules-based international 

order, which protects our values and interests” and “We confidently embrace competition with states that 

are opposed to a free international order based on international law and the United Nations Charter” (ibid, 
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49). Thus, the balancing against the systemic threat of China is indicated in the German strategy paper, 

however it is done more indirectly and less confrontationally than the balancing against Russia. 

In the case of the United Kingdom, findings on alliance behaviour align closely to the ones on Germany. 

The threat of Russia represents a classic balance-of-threat theory case, against which the UK clearly 

signals balancing behaviour in its Integrated Review Refresh 2023. This is also directly connected to the 

threat of Russia and explicitly confronts it:  

As we update our Russia strategy, the UK´s objective will be to contain and challenge Russia´s 

ability and intent to disrupt the security of the UK, the Euro-Atlantic and the wider international 

order. We have already weakened the Russian war machine with hundreds of targeted sanctions, 

coordinated with our allies, and set in motion international justice for Moscow´s egregious war 

crimes. In 2022/23, we provided £2.3 billion in military and humanitarian aid to Ukraine and we 

will maintain at least the same level of support in 2023/24. (HM Government 2023, 11) 

Notably, these arguments are made from an independent standpoint, not connected to alliances directly. 

However, the UK´s strategy also strongly highlights the importance of NATO for its security: “The 

bedrock of our security, NATO, has increased in political importance and in overall military strength. 

The enduring strength of the European family of nations, and of the UK´s ties within it, has been 

reaffirmed.” (HM Government 2023, 9). Commitment towards NATO can also be seen to have increased 

as a balancing response, as the strategy states that the UK will heighten its defence spending from the 

NATO baseline 2 % of GDP to 2.5 %, in order to maintain the “leading position” of the UK in NATO 

(ibid, 3). These statements together form a clear picture of the UK balancing against the threat of Russia, 

which it considers the most acute threat to itself currently. This is done through clear signalling of 

increasing capabilities and stronger cohesion within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, which for 

the UK is clearly the organizational spear of defence. 

Similarly to Germany, the British strategy does not directly name China a threat, but resorts to more 

ambiguous “epoch-defining challenge” characterization (HM Government 2023, 3). However, unlike 

Germany the UK signals clearly of balancing behaviour against China also in its near region in the Indo-

Pacific for example in the foreword from the Prime Minister Sunak:  

“I am proud that the UK has delivered the ambition we set for the Indo-Pacific tilt: achieving 

dialogue partner status with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), deepening 
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our bilateral political, economic and security relations across the region, pursuing final phase 

negotiations on accession to CPTPP, launching British International Investment´s Singapore hub, 

deploying a UK Carrier Strike Group and two offshore patrol vessels to the region, and co-

launching the Partners in the Blue Pacific initiative.” (HM Government 2023, 2) 

The strategy also mentions for example the implementation of AUKUS and the importance of 

cooperation with Australia and New Zealand in the Indo-Pacific through the Five Eyes partnership (HM 

Government 2023, 24). Through these frameworks the UK balances on a systemic level against the threat 

of China, especially focusing on the Indo-Pacific region. As discussed in the threat perception section, 

the UK clearly states throughout the strategy that it perceives a significant rise in systemic challenges 

globally to the current situation. Against this the UK balances strongly through strengthening its own 

and simultaneously NATO capacities, emphasizing also the heightened strength of its alliance. This 

development is also noted in the strategy: “A more positive consequence of the acceleration of systemic 

competition – and an important factor in IR2023 – is renewed purpose and cooperation among the UK´s 

core network of allies and partners.” (ibid, 8). 

Overall, the British strategy strongly considers and discusses policies regarding balances of power, unlike 

the German strategy. The UK clearly puts significant emphasis on attempts to balance power globally, 

signalling a structural understanding of international politics. Referring to the balancing against China´s 

systemic threat the strategy notes that: “The UK believes that a free and open Indo-Pacific is one where 

a regional balance of power ensures no single power dominates…” (HM Government 2023, 22). Even in 

the four key pillars of the strategy the first pillar “Shape the international environment” calls for “Shape, 

balance, compete and cooperate to create the conditions for an open and stable international order” (ibid, 

17). While the strategy does not include any changes in concrete military alliance commitments, it signals 

heightened emphasis and commitment towards NATO but especially on other partnership frameworks 

outside formal defence treaties.  

In general, the proposed policies indicating alliance behaviour against threats in the strategies are 

somewhat similar between the two case countries, especially when examining behaviour against the 

threat of Russia. On the other hand, the UK´s strategy presents a more confrontational and direct overall 

posture against Russia with stronger language on balancing behaviour against Russia than the German 

counterpart. While offensive capabilities and the threat they pose generally incentivize other states to 

balance against the threat, in some cases if the threatened is vulnerable it might not see balancing as a 

relevant option, especially if there are doubts about the ability of allies to come to the aid in case of an 
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imminent attack (Walt, 1987, 24-25). In the case of Germany and the UK, this does not seem to be the 

case and trust towards allies combined with not being in the aggressor’s immediate proximity directs 

away from a bandwagoning approach. Additionally, the Russian challenges especially at the beginning 

of the war in Ukraine to overpower the country might have raised the belief in the capabilities of their 

capabilities to defend against even a highly unlikely direct attack attempt. Walt also argues that: “When 

a threat from a proximate power leads to bandwagoning, the familiar phenomenon of a sphere of 

influence is created” (Walt 1987, 24). This can be seen to be the goal of Russian aggression, but with 

limited success. 

Differences arise in the balancing against China´s systemic threat, in which the UK is much more 

assertive and active. Both countries avoid framing China as a direct threat, but systemic competition is 

recognized as heightened, and the UK also pays special attention to the Indo-Pacific region. This is 

evident also as the German strategy does not include remarks on any military balancing, while the UK is 

active in forming strategic military partnerships and other cooperative frameworks in the region. Next 

the influence of the states´ strategic cultures on these findings of alliance behaviour is analysed. 

Referring back to table 1 and the spectrum of alliance behaviour, determining where the findings based 

on these single strategies fit is a challenging task. Regarding the threat of Russia, it is evident that the 

behaviour is categorized within the balancing zone for both Germany and the UK. Both states are actively 

building up their militaries, strengthening alliances, and sending a clear message of military balancing. 

Additionally, both states actively supply Ukraine with significant amounts of heavy weapons, alongside 

other support. This indicates that both Germany and the UK could be placed in the containment zone of 

alliance behaviour, and as Bloomfield (2016, 262) characterizes, in this zone the “full-spectrum efforts 

to undermine” excluding armed conflict is being utilized towards the threat. Against the systemic threat 

of China, the categorization is more ambiguous. Bloomfield (2016, 264) categorizes the behaviours 

labelled as hedging, but more towards balancing than bandwagoning as “risk contingency options”, 

including soft balancing and dominance denial. On soft balancing, “Military balancing is restrained, 

although it still “sends the signal” that, if pressed, resistance is to China is possible” (Bloomfield 2016, 

264). Examining the behaviour of the UK, it best fits somewhere between hard and soft balancing. While 

the UK checks all the boxes for soft balancing, in the strategy it very explicitly states its willingness to 

“push back” on China when necessary (HM Government 2023, 3). This among other implications on a 

strict stance towards China can be interpreted as at least a soft balancing approach, with elements of hard 

balancing. Although Germany does not take such an active stance against China as the UK, it still notes 
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the threat and gives general statements of standing up against systemic threats. Thus, it would be 

overreaching to claim German behaviour towards China as buck-passing. On the other hand, in 

dominance denial the state is seen to only slightly outweigh bandwagoning policies with balancing 

behaviour, which also is not the case based on the strategy. Instead, German alliance behaviour also can 

be seen to fit soft balancing criteria, with still a more restrained overall approach towards China. 

5.3.2. Strategic Culture 

When considering alliance behaviour of two case countries that have been argued to be somewhat similar 

based on material measures, threat perception, and alliance commitments using strategic culture as a 

contextual lens, the focus moves to the potential differences between the two cases. Both countries 

indicated broadly similar alliance behaviour in their strategies, balancing against Russia and to some 

extent China. However, some differences in for example areas of focus and the level of confrontation 

can be recognized, in the analysing of which strategic culture is needed to provide a more in-depth 

understanding of the drivers behind certain policy orientations. 

One could argue that in the case of balancing against Russia through NATO, strategic culture does not 

have much effect as it can be seen as logical and even the obvious choice for both states and based on 

balance-of-threat theory to balance against the threat of Russia. The UK displays some independent 

action capability and willingness, alongside the more confrontational stance, but otherwise the approach 

is similar to the one of Germany. However, these differences become important when the aim is to 

understand how features of strategic culture shape state behaviour when the structural conditions are 

shared between the two cases. Thus, even in the case of both Germany and the UK choosing to balance 

the choice can be explained through using balance-of-threat theory, strategic culture as a contextual lens 

offers the possibility to understand how and why that balancing is conducted. 

Based on the strategies, the UK´s political orientation that translates to alliance behaviour is more 

confrontational than in the case of Germany. Additionally, the UK does not tie its confrontation of the 

threat as closely to NATO and collective defence but also makes statements representing independent 

action and power projection to balance against Russia, which again cannot be seen in the German 

strategy. This is evident for example in the IRR2023 on page 11: “… the UK´s objective will be to 

contain and challenge Russia´s ability and intent to disrupt the security of the UK…” (HM Government 

2023, 11). The British strategy also directly names the Russian President Vladimir Putin as the aggressor 

and calls out “Moscow´s egregious war crimes” (ibid, 7; 11). From a strategic culture perspective, the 
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more confrontational strategy towards Russia can be explained through several factors. Firstly, Russia is 

seen as both a military but also normative adversary. The UK has a long tradition as the closest ally of 

the US and a leading member of NATO, defending the liberal international order and balancing against 

challenges from the Soviet Union during the Cold war and from Russia now. This tradition of a central 

role can also be seen to put a sense of strategic responsibility on the United Kingdom to project assertive 

resistance and power against Russia´s revisionism.  

Additionally, for the UK NATO is not only seen as a military alliance, but a critical element to a shared 

identity among allies. For example according to Seppo (2017, 242), Germany instead has a functional 

orientation to security policy, as it prefers NATO for the purpose of collective defence, but the EU for 

everything else. Seppo argues that this is part of German strategic culture. This is also clearly present in 

the German strategy document. Secondly, the British imperial legacy of power projection has historically 

emphasized military power and deterrence as essential for global stability and security. Thus, a more 

confrontational balancing stance is logical for the UK from the perspective of its strategic culture. 

Then again, the German strategy is not quite as confrontational, and for example also ties the rebuilding 

of the Bundeswehr closely to cooperative security and meeting the requirements of NATO, but also that 

the rearmament and shift in security policy is caused by the Russian attack on Ukraine (Bundesregierung 

2023, 13; 5). German strategic culture relies on closely tying security to multilateralism, and independent 

efforts to strengthen military power or even considering projecting this power even to counter threats 

would most likely be unacceptable based on the strategic culture. Through attributing the need for 

increased military spending on Russia, German politics can be seen to be able to overcome the political 

wall surrounding it, assisted also by pressure from its close allies to contribute more towards collective 

security, which Germany values greatly. The German National Security Strategy also leaves the door 

open for communication and détente: “The Federal Government supports strategic risk reduction and the 

fostering of predictability, as well as the maintenance of reliable political and military channels of 

communication in relations between NATO and Russia.” (Bundesregierung 2023, 44). This statement 

reflects German strategic culture which emphasizes de-escalation and carefully managing tensions, 

rooted in its foundational core value of avoiding conflict at all cost. 

According to Silva (2024) the level of confrontation or rapprochement of EU members indicate in their 

security strategies towards Russia is best explained by the strategic culture division of Europeanist, 

Balanced, or Atlanticist states, with Atlanticist states having the most confrontational strategies. The UK 

presents more confrontational strategies towards Russia than Germany, although arguably neither is 
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under direct risk of annexation or other existential security threat. This is mainly explained through the 

differences in strategic culture orientation, as the UK´s strategic culture is strongly Atlanticist, while the 

German strategic culture has a balanced approach incorporating both Europeanist and Atlanticist 

tendencies (Silva 2024). The same dynamic can also be interpreted in the case of this analysis. 

A notable feature is lag in German policy adaptation to developments in the security environment, 

especially the invasion of Ukraine by Russia. This lag was especially evident in the reluctance of 

Germany to supply arms to Ukraine, causing political backlash from its partner states that acted faster. 

This lag is best understood through strategic culture. According to Desch (2005, 5) “…cultural variables 

may explain the lag between structural change and alterations in state behaviour”. Desch (ibid, 5) also 

argues that strategic culture explains why some states behave irrationally and do not adapt to the 

constraint of the international system, which they have to bear the consequences for. For Germany, it 

could be argued that not reacting swiftly and firmly to Russia´s aggression alongside some of its key 

allies is irrational behaviour, and the political backlash it faced from it is the consequence it had to bear 

before adapting.  

On the systemic threat of China and the alliance behaviour regarding it, more evident differences arise 

from the two case countries. Firstly, it is notable how strongly the UK emphasizes the Indo-Pacific region 

in general. The UK has strong interests in the region due to strategic, geopolitical, but also economic 

reasons. These interests are also now amplified due to the rising systemic challenge of China. The rising 

tensions are also noted in the IRR2023: “Tensions in the Indo-Pacific region are increasing and conflict 

here could have global consequences greater than the conflict in Ukraine” (HM Government 2023, 8). 

Also, close partners of the UK like Australia and New Zealand are located in the Indo-Pacific, 

heightening the UK´s interests for regional security. From a strategic culture perspective, especially the 

British traditional sense of global responsibility and role as a security provider around the world can be 

seen to shape the high interest for the UK towards the region. Towards this contribute also the culture of 

normative leadership and the shaping of a global role for the United Kingdom. Based on the German 

strategy, it is evident that the interest towards the Indo-Pacific is significantly lower, although the German 

strategy also notes that the region remains of “special significance” to Germany (Bundesregierung 2023, 

24). 

Secondly, while the UK also does not present a clear strategy on China in the IRR2023, it does have its 

dedicated section only addressing it and outlining various actions taken by the British government to 

“…protect the UK´s interests and values in relation to China” (HM Government 2023, 30). To provide a 
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concrete example of the differences in significance of China for the two states, the German National 

Security Strategy mentions the word “China” a total of six times in the whole document, while the 

Integrated Review Refresh has 39 mentions. The lack of any “hard security” responses in the German 

strategy to the systemic threat of China can be seen to be in line with the German traditional strategic 

culture of restraint and reliance on diplomacy. This contrasts the UK´s approach of for example 

mentioning that it has deployed a UK Carrier Strike Group and other vessels to the region, which again 

is in line with British strategic culture of maritime power projection and autonomous ability to act 

globally. 

This raises the question if based on balance of threat theory it is logical that the UK is directing 

considerable efforts towards balancing the systemic threat of China. Although Chinas threat is amplified 

by factors like vast aggregate power and potentially also raising aggressive intentions at least in its own 

near region, the UK is not located there, and China does not as such pose an existential threat for the UK. 

Thus, it could be argued that this alliance behaviour of the United Kingdom is more than on balance-of-

threat logic, based on its strategic culture, reflecting its global identity and willingness to project power 

around the world. Then again, a similar argument could be made of Germany, that it to extent not 

anymore logical from the perspective of balance-of-threat theory avoids confrontation and aims to uphold 

relationships with all actors due to its strategic culture of restraint and preference for diplomatic 

engagement even in cases of threat. 
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis has applied a combinative analytical model by applying strategic culture as a contextual lens 

alongside analysis based on balance-of-threat theory. This has been done to gain insights on how 

Germany and the United Kingdom form their alliance behaviour based on threat perceptions and strategic 

preference, but most importantly on the implications of using a multiparadigmatic approach for the study 

of international relations. The research questions asked about the theoretical and methodological 

implications of a combinative approach, what alliance behaviour is interpreted from the strategies of 

Germany and the United Kingdom, and how these findings can be interpreted through the lens of strategic 

culture. This final section of the analysis will revisit the main findings from the empirical analysis to 

interpret implications towards the research questions outlined at the beginning of this study.  

The thesis approached alliance behaviour through threat perceptions following balance-of-threat logic, 

and strategic preferences to add a layer to the analysis of behaviour by considering preferences between 

threats and concrete implicated behaviour. Analysing strategic preferences, which as a concept is based 

on strategic culture´s understanding of the formation of action, also added to the possibilities of strategic 

culture to provide insights on the overall alliance behaviour forming model. The analysis found that 

based on the strategy documents from 2023, Germany and the United Kingdom perceive two main state 

threats: Russia and China. For the threat of Russia, this perception is in both cases mainly influenced by 

its aggressive intentions and offensive power presented through military build-up and invasion of 

Ukraine, alongside relative geographical proximity. For the threat of China, the main drivers for the 

amplified threat perception are most importantly its aggregate power, alongside aggressive intentions. 

The threat of China however is perceived as a systemic threat, undermining the broader international 

structure which Germany and the United Kingdom aim to preserve, in contrast to the threat of Russia 

which is more perceived as a traditional military challenge. 

These threat perceptions have directed the strategic preferences of the two states, which on the other hand 

present clear differences in considerations on addressing the threats. This could suggest that strategic 

culture has at least some influence on the strategic preferences of the two states. Based on the strategy, 

the key strategic preferences for Germany are the rebuilding of the Bundeswehr to restore a baseline 

capability for it to be able to perform its core tasks and strengthening deterrence. Other main strategic 

preferences for Germany were identified as economic de-risking and enhancing resilience. For the United 

Kingdom, a preference for more direct countering of the threats is recognized. This includes active global 
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power projection and leadership in NATO, alongside also strengthening military capacities. This notably 

activist posture is clearly the preferred strategic direction for the United Kingdom on both military 

security and structural levels. 

Thus, on RQ2 the analysis found that based on their strategy documents both Germany and the United 

Kingdom demonstrate balancing behaviour against the threats of Russia and China. Against the threat of 

Russia, both states present clear and strong balancing behaviour, expressed in the strategies for example 

through references to NATO becoming stronger through national military material efforts, but also newly 

found political purpose. Germany explicitly describes Russia as directly threatening the security of itself 

and its allies, and highlights that as a response it is rearming its military and states strong commitment 

to the frameworks and deterrence of NATO, also mentioning the EU as a security actor. The United 

Kingdom´s strategy paper presents active balancing behaviour through a comprehensive effort to 

challenge and contain Russia. This is done both through NATO, which is stated as the foundation of 

British security, but also through maintaining independent capabilities and agency. 

Against the threat of China, the UK again expresses clear balancing behaviour through enhancing its 

military presence and overall regional influence in the Indo-Pacific. The balancing is also indicated 

through highlighting regional security partnerships, for example AUKUS and Five Eyes. The balancing 

against China, despite also concrete measures like naval deployment, is based on the strategy 

implemented more on a systemic level compared to the balancing against Russia. This is due to the 

differences in threat perceptions on Russia and China. The British strategy also explicitly states the belief 

in balancing the threat of China to deny its ability to dominate the region. The threat of China and the 

German relationship based on the strategy is more ambiguous, and China is labelled as more of a systemic 

issue than direct threat, while also presented as a partner in some cases. Nevertheless, the German 

strategy also indicates balancing behaviour against China´s systemic threat. Compared to the British 

strategy and behaviour, the German strategy frames the balancing in more general and indirect terms, 

avoiding calling directly for countermeasures against China. Still, Germany also recognizes China´s role 

in developments reshaping the international system, and its controversial actions around it. 

When examining the findings on balancing behaviour and reflecting on the spectrum of alliance 

behaviour introduced in table 1 of this thesis7, differences arise between Germany and the UK. On the 

balancing behaviour against Russia, both states were concluded to express strong balancing behaviour, 

 
7 Page 10. 
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categorized as containment in the spectrum table; only one category down from war. This was based 

especially on the fact that both states employ a variety of efforts to undermine Russia´s ability to continue 

its offensive, ranging across all domains excluding military confrontation. Examining the balancing 

behaviour against China, the UK´s behaviour was categorized in the middle ground between hard and 

soft balancing, based especially on its explicitly stated willingness to counter China. Germany however 

expressed a more restrained approach but based on its recognition of China as a challenge, associated 

risk-reduction action, and general countering of systemic threats without mentioning China in particular, 

it was also seen to lean into the soft balancing criteria. 

On RQ3, the implications of strategic culture towards the threat perceptions, strategic preferences, and 

alliance behaviour recognized, several important insights arise. Firsly on the threat perceptions, the 

analysis found that although the two countries have significantly different strategic cultures, they share 

very similar threat perceptions. In this case it can be seen that the shock of the Russian war of aggression 

against Ukraine removed potential previously existing room for strategic cultural interpretation 

especially from Germany. Despite differences in strategic cultures, as European states and members of 

the same alliance they still share their core values rejecting authoritarian revisionism and perception of 

security environment, which through the invasion were violated to the extent of aligning threat 

perceptions of Russia to a very amplified level. German strategic culture views Russia through its 

violations of international law, sovereignty, and WWII experiences which shaped the German strategic 

culture to highlight principles of non-aggression and overall pacifism. The UK´s threat perception is 

viewed in reflection to Cold war experiences and Atlanticist strategic culture, resulting in pragmatism 

and a more confrontational stance towards Russia. However, in the case of threat perceptions of Russia, 

it can be concluded that balance-of-threat theory is clearly the primary influence behind them compared 

to strategic culture, which here can only shed light on contextualizing nuances. In the strategies both 

states also perceive China notably similarly as a systemic challenge, not a direct threat to their security. 

The use of ambiguous language and overall perception of China by Germany was analysed to be in line 

with its strategic cultural values of avoiding confrontation, while the UK´s firmer and slightly more 

explicitly stated stance on China´s systemic ambitions and rivalry are consistent with the UK´s more 

power projecting strategic culture. Overall, partly due to the UK´s history and strategic culture, the state 

is also clearly more engaged in the Indo-Pacific region compared to Germany, which also to an extent 

influences its perception of Chinas systemic threat. 
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To deepen the analysis of strategic preferences strategic culture proved fruitful to interpret how the states 

decide on acceptable responses to the threats. While threat perceptions themselves were similar, strategic 

preferences differed notably, which signals that strategic culture has a part in shaping the way states 

decide to address the threats in this research. For Germany, a significant strategic level prioritized policy 

choice, strategic preference, is labelled as the Zeitenwende. Despite the structural incentives to rearm 

based on the threat of Russia, the German strategy does so while still reflecting on the pacifist and 

multilateralist strategic culture by tying the heightened military capacities to fulfilling NATO obligations, 

collective defence and deterrence. Through tying its military buildup strongly to multilateralism and 

obligation to contribute to common efforts, Germany expresses the “never again alone” principle, 

essential to its strategic culture of avoiding unilateral action especially on military policies. This allows 

Germany to overcome the political obstacles related to military capabilities that label the country´s 

political system and stem from its strategic culture.  

The strategic preferences of the United Kingdom on Russia can be seen as clearly more confronting, with 

the strategy also framing the preference for a direct approach, built up from support to Ukraine, military 

proliferation and leading role in NATO. This preference is also strongly supported by the UK´s strategic 

culture, in which strong agency, leadership, regional and global responsibility for security are essential 

elements in its Atlanticist orientation. To the threat of China, the UK prefers an approach balancing 

resistance and limited cooperation. The British strategy expresses a preference for proactive global 

agency and assertive stance shaping the international system and thus also countering the systemic threat 

of China. Overall, the strategic preferences signal how active power projection and global involvement 

also through military efforts is regarded as acceptable and even natural based on the British strategic 

culture, which has been shaped by experiences from numerous expeditionary military operations and 

interventions, alongside global agency following the legacy of the former empire. This is also highlighted 

further when comparing to the German strategy, which does signal commitment to the rules-based 

international order and defending it but has a notably more limited scope of interest regarding agency in 

general and for example regional interest towards the Indo-Pacific.  

Through using strategic culture as a contextual lens for alliance behaviour itself, more comprehensive 

interpretations of differences in nuances like the form of balancing behaviour against Russia can be 

examined. For example, the UK is more confrontational and autonomous in its balancing against Russia, 

while Germany takes a more restrained approach and grounds its balancing strongly in multilateral 

frameworks. These features of otherwise seemingly similar behaviour stem from the strategic cultures of 
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the states. On the other hand, also the willingness of the UK to engage in balancing behaviour against 

China can be seen to reflect its strategic culture rather than structural realist imperative from balance-of-

threat theory, due to geographic distance and still limited direct threat. Simultaneously Germany´s 

restrained approach even when faced with rising systemic competition can also stem from strategic 

cultural features, alongside for example the delay of Germany in adapting to structural changes in the 

security environment after the threat of Russia becoming evident. 

To support the rigour of this study, alternative explanations for the results of the analysis must also be 

considered to avoid potential misinterpretations for example due to how the research is narrowed down. 

One central consideration is the role of the US and its influence on the strategies of Germany and the 

United Kingdom. Alongside the threats of Russia and China, a potential threat Germany and the UK are 

addressing is the risk of US disengagement from European security. Towards this, two main perspectives 

can be seen; firstly, is it possible that European states in general are in a way balancing against the US to 

retain autonomy or are they bandwagoning with the US in fear of military abandonment. As mentioned 

in at the beginning of this thesis describing previous research in alliance behaviour, in these two 

considerations have also been at the core of realist balance-of-threat discussion, especially on the nature 

of the European Common Security and Defence Policy (e.g. Posen 2006; Cladi & Locatelli 2012).  

Firstly, on the potential alternative argument that could be made that the security strategies of rearmament 

and overall strengthening regional security in Europe would reflect balancing against the United States, 

or as Posen (2006) argues, balancing-for-autonomy. However, this argument is limited by the constrains 

of European defence capabilities despite the ongoing investments. Considering the overwhelmingly 

superior military capabilities of the United States, the power asymmetry is so vast that balancing against 

it by European states could be seen as irrelevant. Additionally based also on the strategies analysed in 

this thesis, Germany and the UK signal strong commitment towards the US and the current world order 

it leads. Thus, upholding the status quo could be seen in the interests of both states, challenging argument 

for need of balancing (Cladi & Locatelli 2012). Following the arguments by Colin Dueck (2005) before 

a strategic adjustment, in the case of this thesis on the level of balancing against the US could take place, 

states would adjust their grand strategies accordingly to reflect this change. Based on the analysis, there 

were no relevant indications signalling this kind of strategic adjustment towards the US in the strategy 

documents of the United Kingdom and Germany. 

Secondly, for example Cladi & Locatelli (2012) claim that efforts to enhance defensive capabilities by 

European states autonomous from the US could instead be seen as bandwagoning with the great power. 
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As argued through the example of France by Cladi & Locatelli (2012), instead of balancing, German 

initiatives to increase defence spending could also be just efforts to fill gaps of an inadequate army in 

general, not actually balance. When considering these arguments, the problem arises that is it balancing 

against the US if Germany and the United Kingdom take more responsibility on regional security in 

Europe, or is it bandwagoning as the demand for this development is coming from the US itself? Cladi 

& Locatelli argue that the bandwagoning is founded in the need to keep the US involved in European 

security, while still retaining some bargaining power: “It may appear that the best way to avoid being 

abandoned is once again to prove yourself useful” (ibid, 282). However, a cultural approach reveals that 

this is not the case with the strategies of Germany and the UK. Although British involvement in the Indo-

Pacific can be seen as supporting US policies and the special relationship of the two, it also reflects a 

deep-rooted British strategic culture of global presence, not just alignment with the US. German military 

investments and Zeitenwende -policy then again can be seen as caused by the shock of Russia´s invasion 

and following developments, causing a need for taking part in multilateral balancing, reflecting the 

centrality of multilateralism and resisting authoritarianism for the German strategic culture. On the other 

hand, bandwagoning explanations to the behaviour of Germany and the UK presented in this thesis can 

also not completely be ruled out, if for example utilizing other sources of data. 

The analysis found a strengthened commitment towards NATO and collective defence efforts overall as 

a key expression of balancing against the threat of Russia for Germany. This is also supported by the 

findings of Graf et al. (2024) who concluded that the threat of Russia, heightened by the war of aggression 

against Ukraine, has significantly increased the NATO alliance solidarity of Germans. This is in line also 

the analysis of this thesis on threat perceptions, which argued that the German threat perception has been 

significantly amplified after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Cook et al. (2022) also argue that while the 

US and China are engaged in system-level balancing, the UK and Germany as secondary powers can 

supplement the balance on a unit-level and argue that they are rather hedging with the aim of reducing 

risks. However as Cook et al. (ibid) also conclude, both Germany and the United Kingdom will likely 

align more with the US on formulating their China-policies due to strong association with US-led rules 

based international order, which can now be argued to be evident in the balancing behaviour found based 

on the strategies examined in this thesis. This is especially the case with the United Kingdom.  

A general insight of this research is that alliance behaviour as an element of foreign policy can also be 

analysed even if no changes in the official alliance structures are made. This can reveal important features 

of alliance dynamics, as alliances themselves are also not static, but in constant change regarding for 
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example military capacity, political focus and relevance through changes in strategies of its member 

states. Cladi & Locatelli (2012) also argue that this can be recognized also in the conceptual applications 

of bandwagoning, as realist theory sees bandwagoning as a strategic mistake and opposite of balancing, 

focusing on alliance formation and excluding intra-alliance dynamics. In the case of NATO this is 

especially limiting, as the dynamics between the US and smaller states within the organisation are 

important factors (ibid). Additional research could also be conducted on examining the behaviour of 

European states in general towards China in the light of the “underbalancing” concept by Schweller 

(2004), in which states fail to recognize the severity of certain threats in time, or respond insufficiently. 

This analysis is especially timely if relations between the West and China continue rising in tension. 

Based on the analysis, the approaches implemented by the UK and Germany currently still lean towards 

hedging, although this can be seen in line with the current level of threat as well.  

Although the strategy documents do not include any implications to fundamental changes in the alliance 

commitments of neither of the countries, some themes in the dynamics of alliance can be highlighted. 

Based on the analysis, although both states are members of NATO, its importance is emphasized. After 

the Cold war, NATO has been argued to have lost its meaning in the absence of a clear threatening 

enemy. Now with Russia generally recognized as the most important threat to European security in both 

strategies but also generally in NATO planning (NATO 2024), the alliance has again gained relevance, 

and allied states are directing more efforts towards building capacities and strengthening commitment 

within the organization. Also, although still ambiguous in both of the case strategies of this thesis, the 

threat of China to the current international system is perceived as significant. This has without doubt also 

affected the desire of NATO allies to strengthen collective capacities. Thus, Germany and the United 

Kingdom are in general balancing against the threats that are perceived as most dangerous. As both 

countries already are members of an alliance suitable for balancing against these threats, the balancing 

behaviour presents itself as efforts to bolster the capacities of the alliance manifesting itself as a sort of 

rallying-around-the-flag effect for NATO. 

6.1. Returning to Theory: Theoretical and Methodological Implications 

Finally, returning to theory and methodology, to answer RQ1 the implications of using a combinative 

approach need to be assessed. For this thesis, a combinative analytical framework was formulated, in 

which structural realist balance-of-threat theory was complimented by using strategic culture as a 

supplementary framework. The goal of doing so was firstly to contribute towards developing models for 

analysis that could more comprehensively account for shortfalls of traditional approaches, and secondly 
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to apply the model to analyse alliance behaviour of Germany and the United Kingdom and what 

constitutes it, thus gaining insights on the multiparadigmatic approach and practical implications on 

security policy of the two important actors on regional and global levels. 

The goals of this thesis and analytical model formulated for them follow the “intellectual stance” (Sil & 

Katzenstein 2010, 412) of analytic eclecticism. Through combining theoretical analyses that are rarely 

implemented simultaneously, the thesis constructs comprehensive arguments to the complex phenomena 

of alliance behaviour. Combining the two theoretical approaches required combining ontological 

considerations of materialist and cultural assumptions of the elements that constitute state behaviour, but 

also epistemological traditions of positivist and interpretivist logics of how conclusions on state 

behaviour can be made. Analytic eclecticism allows for finding dynamics not visible when analysing for 

example policies of alliance behaviour isolated into one research tradition, as is usually done.  

On the rigour of this study, it has to be noted however that the empirical analysis is somewhat 

interpretative, and the model used is experimenting with multiparadigmatic approaches. Thus, the thesis 

is not claiming to offer a robust analytical model that would offer widely comparable results and 

applicability. Additionally, due to the complexity of the research setting combining issues on the 

philosophy of science and empirical aims, the thesis takes an explorative approach on the research 

questions rather than explanatory. The limited amount of data, compact timeframe, and only two case 

countries also help mitigate the challenging nature of the research setting to better fit a master´s thesis. 

Eclectic approaches themselves, as applied in this thesis, also face challenges to be addressed. According 

to Sil & Katzenstein (2010) eclectic approaches suffer especially from the lack of norms and standards, 

alongside criticisms also not being bound to the practices of a single research tradition. The lack of 

standards also makes the evaluation of contributions towards eclectic approaches difficult (ibid). 

However, the solution offered by Sil & Katzenstein also applies to this thesis. Researchers using eclectic 

approaches need to demonstrate attention to standards and practices of different approaches (ibid). Thus, 

special attention needs to be directed towards the careful definition of key concepts. In this thesis, this is 

done through comprehensively discussing the theoretical premises and concepts of both balance-of-threat 

theory and strategic culture. 

Keeping these limitations in mind, experimenting with a combinative model for analysing alliance 

behaviour has provided useful insights. Based on the analysis, the explanatory priority between structural 

and cultural factors on behaviour change depending on the specific threat. On threat perceptions, in the 

analysis the main influence is through balance-of-threat theory and its logic. For example, in the case of 



 

96 
 

Russia´s threat, it could be argued that due to the geographical proximity strategic culture could be 

fundamentally different, and Russia would still be considered threatening. Thus, in this case, strategic 

culture offers only contextual support to determining behaviour in response to the threat. The analysis 

on threat perceptions of China came to the same conclusion of structural factors being the strongest 

drivers for perceived threat level. Even the analysis on strategic preferences, which as a concept is rooted 

in strategic culture, still found priority of balance-of-threat theory in shaping preferences. This continues 

from the findings of threat perceptions being closely tied to structural logic, which then also drives the 

preferences for addressing these threats to be based on realist considerations. 

According to Gideon Rose (1998, 168), the relevance of relative power is “old news”, and study should 

focus on cases where intervening domestic features influence foreign policy over structural factors. The 

analysis of alliance behaviour interestingly revealed some cases in which the primacy of strategic culture 

over balance-of-threat as the driving factor could be considered. Based on findings the German approach 

towards China differs clearly from the balancing expressed in the British strategy. Germany only notes 

the system-level challenge of China but does not offer any direct policies to address this threat that could 

be considered as comparable balancing behaviour to the UK´s strategy. In this case it can be argued that 

the German strategic culture of restraint, reliance on diplomatic efforts, and avoiding the risk of 

escalation shapes the German behaviour towards the threat of China more than structural factors, as 

material considerations would expect a more assertive stance. The German strategy in general does not 

perceive the international system as power balances or consider them to the extent that the British strategy 

does, which is based in strategic cultural traditions. Then again also the UK´s strong involvement 

politically through developing partnerships in the Indo-Pacific and militarily with the deployment of 

naval units to the region is also partly result of British strategic culture, which sees the active role and 

power projection in the region as a natural role for itself. The British strategic culture does not find such 

actions as unacceptable but even expected, unlike the German strategic culture. Still, also the alternative 

explanations of British interests in the Indo-Pacific being to some extent tied to the support for the United 

States and its interests in the region, as the two share a very close partnership, also a core element of 

British strategic culture. Overall, in some cases strategic culture is able to explain deviations from 

structural logic, although it mainly functions in its role as a supplementary framework for more nuanced 

interpretation. 

In general, based on the analysis this thesis claims that in a multiparadigmatic approach strategic culture 

is useful as used here, as a supplementary framework to realist theory. The more modest approach on 
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strategic culture, in that it is used as a supplementary framework to balance-of-threat theory, fosters 

easier engagement in dialogue with realists (Dyson 2013). This dialogue can address weaknesses of 

realism, for example the lack of sensitivity to domestic features and strategic culture having influence on 

how some of also balance-of-threat theory´s core concepts like threats and its drivers are perceived. In 

addressing the weaknesses of traditional realist approaches, neoclassical realism can prove to be fruitful, 

assuming it can continue to strengthen its credibility and rigour while still being able to adapt to practical 

applications like alliance behaviour. 

Then again strategic culture as an independent research method also has its weaknesses, mainly the 

inability to consider material constraints that guide behaviour regardless of cultural factors in some cases. 

Strategic culture analysis is also naturally very interpretative, which can limit the rigidity of the research. 

Strategic culture also still needs its own studies and in specific cases can prove more useful on its own 

rather than complementing other frameworks. These cases can be for example comparative and historical 

research, explaining grand strategy change or the lack of it in an environment of shifting structural 

factors, or other especially culturally driven policies. Overall, the strengths and shortcomings, along with 

previous research of both approaches must be considered to recognize towards which specific issues a 

model combining multiple research traditions can contribute and how. In this thesis this is presented 

through recognizing that structural factors, to some extent, do direct a states behaviour, but cultural 

factors may alter the perceptions of structural elements. This is also argued by Dueck: 

International conditions are real and constraining; they are not entirely subjective. This is a crucial 

realist insight. Domestic political-military cultures may eventually change, under the strain of 

international pressures. At the same time, international pressures are filtered through the lens of 

domestic cultural beliefs and perceptions. Viable strategic options can be ruled out, as 

inappropriate or unacceptable, for domestic, cultural reasons. (Dueck 2005, 231) 

Dueck´s interpretation of the dynamics of structural and cultural factors as well as the use of realist 

factors as the primary analytical tool, complimented by strategic culture has been proven useful also in 

this thesis. The practical contributions of the multiparadigmatic approach used here include most notably 

the ability to explain divergent features of strategic preferences under similar threat perceptions and 

conditions, shedding light on the dynamics of acceptability shaping responses to threats otherwise driven 

by realist consideration, and revealing that alliance behaviour, while seeming similar between to cases, 

can be motivated by differently due to strategic cultural reasons. However most importantly, on a 

scientific level the research demonstrates the usefulness and applicability of analytical eclectic 
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approaches and contributes towards the growing number of examples of diverging from traditional 

frameworks, providing enriching analysis towards security policy issues. 

6.2. Concluding Remarks 

This thesis has formed a combinative analytical model to explore the utility of multiparadigmatic 

approaches and then applied it towards an empirical examination of the alliance behaviour of Germany 

and the United Kingdom. The thesis first explored two prominent research traditions of international 

relations to form an understanding of their practices, assumptions, and limitations, before highlighting 

their compatibility, along with scientific and practical contribution possibilities of a combinative 

approach. This model was then applied to examine the British and German security strategies; both 

published in 2023. The analysis provided important insights into the dynamics behind alliance behaviour 

of the two states, and the possibilities and limitations of eclectic approaches in general. 

The benefits of combinative approaches are also not limited to state centric and behaviour research like 

in this study but can prove useful also in for example institutional or crisis management perspectives 

globally. To support the comparability of results, which is one of the key challenges of multiparadigmatic 

analyses, other case studies can provide insights also on other states. While the results are specific to 

these two cases, they suggest overall applicability of combinative approaches to the research of 

international security. Future research should continue to define and refine standards and practices 

specific to eclectic approaches. Possible research using similar approaches could also benefit from 

different methodologies, incorporating for example quantitative analysis or interviews to provide more 

perspectives to alliance behaviour than strategy documents. Future research could also go even further 

and combine completely different disciplines, like security governance and international security studies. 

The alliance behaviour of Germany and the United Kingdom reflects their strategic decision-making on 

fundamental political orientations, which are especially important to understand in the rapidly changing 

security environment of the modern world. This thesis has presented how combinative approaches are 

able to shed light on both the structural and cultural factors that shape the dynamics of how behaviour is 

formed, and how this can provide a more comprehensive understanding of this process. Ultimately, 

combinative approaches offer the possibility for students and scholars to go beyond single research 

traditions and their debates, opening the opportunity for more comprehensive analysis on ever more 

complex issues of security.  
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As the world is slipping back towards an era of global instability and tensions last seen during the Cold 

war, international security analysis cannot reverse to practices from that time, but need to develop better 

ways of understanding dynamics of state behaviour and the system they operate in. While people and 

states still suffer from the same problems as decades ago, the analysis of them has moved forward and 

this now needs to be put into action. Prominent international security analysis paradigms and especially 

their scholars should not remain entrenched, but experimentation is needed in the search of models for 

analysis that can fill in gaps and provide a more nuanced understanding on ever more complex issues in 

a time that decision-makers again rely also on academics for support in the form of best possible 

information and recommendations. This thesis contributes towards that goal. Effective analysis and 

correct conclusions on security are at the core of making the world a safer place. 
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