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Abstract  
Russia’s renewed centrality in the Euro-Atlantic security has reshaped the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organisation’s (NATO) strategic posture. This thesis examines how NATO’s 

understanding of Russia has evolved since 1991 and how this evolution is reflected in the 

Alliance’s strategic posture, using a strategic culture framework.    

 

The study conceptualises NATO’s strategic culture as dynamic and contested, shaped by 

competing strategic subcultures, drawing on first- and fourth-generation scholarship on 

strategic culture. It employs a qualitative content analysis of NATO Strategic Concepts (1991, 

1999, 2010, and 2022), complemented by national defence and security documents from 

France, the United Kingdom, and Poland. Strategic culture is operationalised through three 

sub-beliefs: threat interpretation, accepted methods of action, and the core task of the military 

and Alliance.    

 

The findings show that NATO’s designation of Russia as a primary threat in 2022 reflects a 

re-weighting of longstanding cultural assumptions rather than a rupture, highlighting the 

value of strategic culture for explaining both continuity and change in alliance behaviour.      

  

Key words  
Strategic Culture, Strategic Subcultures, Euro-Atlantic Security, Security Discourses, NATO, 

Russia.  
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1. Introduction  
1.1 Background and Context  

Mark Twain’s famous remark, “The reports of my death are greatly exaggerated,” was never 

uttered about the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), though it could have been. 

Following the end of the Cold War, the collapse of the Soviet Union raised fundamental 

questions about NATO’s continued relevance. Without its defining adversary, many scholars 

predicted that the Alliance would either dissolve or drift into irrelevance (Waltz, 1993; Layne, 

2003). NATO faced an identity crisis in the absence of a clear “other” against which its 

purpose had historically been defined.   

 

Contrary to these expectations, NATO did not dissolve but instead underwent a process of 

strategic and institutional redefinition. Rather than remaining purely a military alliance 

structured by bipolar confrontation, NATO increasingly articulated itself as a political 

community grounded in shared norms, democratic values, and collective identity (Williams & 

Neumann, 2000; Adler & Greve, 2009). This transformation reframed the Alliance as both a 

security organisation and a normative community, expanding its scope of actions while 

preserving its internal cohesion.    

 

Central to this process has been NATO’s evolving relationship with Russia. Although the 

Soviet Union collapsed, Russia persisted as a key reference point in NATO’s security 

discourse. In the immediate post-Cold War period, Russia was portrayed as a potential partner 

in building a “new, enduring peace” (NATO, 2010a). By contrast, in the 2022 Strategic 

Concept, Russia is described as “the most significant and direct threat” to Allied security 

(NATO, 2022). This shift indicates not only changing geopolitical conditions but also a 

transformation in NATO’s understanding of security, threats, and collective purpose.    

 

With war once again on European soil, NATO reaffirmed its role as the central pillar of 

Euro-Atlantic security. Russia’s renewed centrality in NATO’s threat perceptions makes the 

Alliance’s posture toward Moscow a defining feature of contemporary European security. 

Understanding this transformation, therefore, requires attention not only to external 

developments, but also to the cultural processes through which NATO constructs its identity, 

legitimises its security practices and defines its purpose.   
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1.2 Research Problem and Gap  
NATO’s post-Cold War evolution has often been explained as a rational response to changing 

external conditions. Realist and Liberal approaches emphasise a shift in power, institutional 

adaptation, and the aggregation of state preferences as the primary drivers of the Alliance’s 

transformation (Moravcsik, 1997; Waltz, 2000; Deudney & Ikenberry, 1999). While these 

perspectives capture important dynamics, they pay limited attention to how shared ideas, 

norms, and interpretations shape NATO’s understanding of security and strategic purpose.   

 

This thesis starts from the premise that NATO should be understood not only as an 

institutional framework or a collection of state interests, but as a collective actor whose 

strategic behaviour is shaped by culturally embedded understandings of identity, threats and 

appropriate action. Existing Constructivist accounts have highlighted NATO’s normative and 

discursive dimensions. Yet, they often treat the Alliance as a coherent actor and give 

insufficient attention to the internal contestation through which strategic meanings are 

produced and stabilised.   

 

The way NATO’s strategic culture evolved through the interaction of competing strategic 

subcultures within the Alliance is still insufficiently studied. Strategic culture provides an 

analytical framework for examining how persistent beliefs and assumptions structure 

strategic behaviour while allowing for change through re-weighting and contestation. 

NATO’s Strategic Concepts, together with selected national policy papers, offer a particularly 

suitable empirical basis for tracing these dynamics over time.   

 

This thesis, therefore, conceptualises NATO’s strategic culture as dynamic and contested, 

shaped by the interaction of subcultures rooted in differing historical experiences, 

geopolitical positions, and threat perceptions. These subcultures compete for influence over 

how security is defined and addressed, helping to explain how Russia has been reinterpreted 

within NATO discourse from a potential partner to a central adversary.   

 

To capture this internal diversity, the analysis focuses on European NATO members rather 

than the United States (The US). As the Alliance’s predominant military power, the US 

occupies a distinct position that risks obscuring variation among European members. 

Focusing on European strategic cultures allows for a more precise examination of how 
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intra-European differences contribute to NATO’s collective posture, without reproducing the 

well-established dominance of US strategic preferences in Alliance decision-making.  

  

1.3 Research Questions and Aim  
This thesis examines NATO’s changing posture toward Russia through the lens of strategic 

culture, with particular attention to how internal variation within the Alliance shapes 

collective strategic outcomes. It contributes by (1) offering a structured comparative reading 

of NATO Strategic Concepts as expressions of strategic culture; (2) demonstrating how 

changes in NATO’s posture emerge through the re-weighting of persistent beliefs rather than 

wholesale cultural replacement; and (3) showing how intra-European strategic-cultural 

variation helps explain why certain interpretations become institutionally dominant at specific 

moments.   

The guiding research question is:  

How has NATO’s understanding of Russia evolved since 1991, and how is this 

reflected in the Alliance’s strategic posture?   

 

To address this question, the thesis has two sub-questions:  

(I) How does NATO’s strategic culture shape the interpretations of Russia across 

successive Strategic Concepts (1991-2022)?  

(II) How does strategic subcultures within NATO influence the Alliance’s collective 

posture toward Russia?  

  

1.4 Disposition   
The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature on NATO’s 

post-Cold War evolution and strategic culture. Chapter 3 outlines the theoretical framework 

guiding the analysis. Chapter 4 presents the methodological approach and material selection. 

Chapter 5 provides the empirical analysis of NATO’s strategic culture and posture toward 

Russia. Chapter 6 synthesises the findings, discusses, and concludes the study.  
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2. Literature Review  
This chapter reviews scholarship relevant to NATO’s post-Cold War evolution and the 

application of strategic culture within International Relations. It situates the thesis within key 

debates on how NATO’s adaptation has been explained, before examining research on 

strategic culture in NATO and other international organisations.   

  

2.1 Theories of International Relations  
NATO’s post-Cold War transformation has been analysed extensively within international 

relations (IR), particularly through Realist, Liberal, and Constructivist perspectives. Rather 

than offering an exhaustive overview, this section situates the thesis within these debates by 

highlighting how each tradition explains NATO’s adaptation and its relationship with Russia, 

and where each tradition's explanatory limits lie. This positioning provides the basis for 

introducing strategic culture as a complementary framework for analysing NATO’s evolving 

strategic culture.  

  

2.1.1 Realism and the death of NATO  

Realist scholars have long questioned NATO’s relevance following the end of the Cold War. 

Early predictions suggested that the Alliance would either dissolve or lose strategic 

significance once its primary adversary disappeared (Waltz, 1993; Layne, 2003; 

Mearsheimer, 1990). NATO’s endurance and subsequent enlargement, therefore, posed a 

theoretical puzzle for realism.   

 

Subsequent realist accounts revised this position by re-centring Russia as a latent or 

re-emerging threat. Scholars argue that NATO’s persistence and enlargement reflect enduring 

concerns over Russia’s military capabilities and the strategic vulnerability of Central and 

Eastern Europe (Kapstein & Mastanduno, 1999; Goldgeier & Shifrinson, 2020:293). From 

this view, NATO’s post-Cold War posture represents continuity in balancing logic rather than 

institutional transformation. NATO enlargement is therefore interpreted as a rational response 

to lingering threat perceptions and as a mechanism for maintaining power balances within 

Europe. Other accounts emphasise US strategic interests, portraying NATO’s posture as an 

expression of American power projection and a driver of renewed great-power competition 

(Layne, 2002; Mearsheimer, 2018; Mearsheimer & Walt, 2003, 2016).    
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However, realist explanations struggle to account for why NATO alternately framed Russia as 

a partner, a strategic uncertainty, and ultimately a direct threat, despite the persistence of 

Russian material capabilities across this period. By privileging material power and systemic 

pressures, it overlooks the cultural and ideational processes through which NATO constructs 

its identity, defines threats, and legitimises action. This limitation motivates the present 

study’s departure from realist explanations.    

  

2.1.2 Liberalism and the Security Institution  

Liberal scholars explain NATO’s post-Cold War endurance by emphasising shared values, 

domestic preferences, and institutional design. Rather than collapsing after the disappearance 

of a common enemy, NATO persisted as a security-co-binding institution that embedded 

liberal norms among its members and sustained US engagement in Europe (Deudney & 

Ikenberry, 1999:182). From this perspective, NATO’s evolution is seen as the aggregation of 

domestic preferences rather than responses to systemic imperatives (Moravcsik, 1997:513).    

 

Liberal analyses further interpret NATO’s post-Cold War posture as a shift away from 

exclusive reliance on military deterrence toward a broader conception of security grounded in 

democracy, governance and institutional restraint. Enlargement and partnership policies 

functioned as key instruments for stabilisations, as NATO sought to socialise post-communist 

states into liberal-democratic security practices rather than treat them as military threats 

(Gheciu, 2019). Its posture and strategy toward Russia reflected an institutional strategy 

aimed at managing Russia as a partner within a rule-based order, rather than as an adversary 

to be balanced (Smith, 2025).    

 

However, liberal scholarship highlights the limits of this posture. Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine, alongside the emergence of a more fragmented international order, has exposed 

tensions between NATO’s role as a military alliance and as a community of shared values 

(Flockhart, 2024). At the same time, internal democratic backsliding among member states 

complicates NATO’s ability to sustain a coherent, value-based posture (Gheciu, 2019).  

 

Thus, while liberalism provides a persuasive account of NATO as an institutionally 

embedded and norm-promoting alliance, it offers limited insight into how the Alliance 

constructs shared understandings of security and purpose. Liberal approaches struggle to 

explain why cooperative frameworks persisted alongside growing mistrust or how Russia 
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came to be discursively reconstituted from a partner to a primary threat. As such, liberalism 

accounts more convincingly for NATO’s pursuit of partnership than for the subsequent 

restoration of its strategic posture, motivating the turn to constructivist and strategic culture 

approaches that foreground meaning-making, interpretation, and internal contestation.   

  

2.1.3 Constructivism and the Community  

Constructivist scholarship offers a more direct engagement with NATO’s post-Cold War 

posture toward Russia by emphasising how identity, norms, and shared understandings shape 

security relations. Rather than treating NATO as a response to external threats, constructivists 

conceptualise the Alliance as a security community grounded in shared values and 

expectations of peaceful change (Adler & Barnett, 1998; Milloy, 2006:5). From this 

perspective, NATO’s legitimacy and cohesion derive from socially constructed expectations 

of cooperation, self-restraint, and solidarity among its members (Risse-Kappen, 1996; Adler, 

2008).   

 

Constructivist analyses have been particularly influential in explaining NATO’s initial 

post-Cold War posture toward Russia. Rather than framing Russia as an adversary, NATO 

articulated a narrative of partnership and inclusion, grounded in the expectation that shared 

norms could overcome historical antagonism. Williams and Neumann (2000) argue that 

NATO’s transformation involved a narrative reconstruction of the Alliance as a security 

community, through which enlargement and partnership were framed as normative projects 

rather than traditional power-political strategies. This framing exercised symbolic power by 

defining which Russian identities and actions were legitimate, casting acceptance of NATO’s 

expansions while rendering oppositions normatively suspect. NATO’s posture, focusing on 

enlargement and partnership initiatives, was therefore interpreted as an effort to extend a 

liberal normative community eastward, socialising Russia and post-Soviet states into Western 

norms rather than containing them through traditional balancing strategies (Williams & 

Neumann, 2000; Schimmelfennig, 1998).   

 

However, subsequent developments revealed limitations in socialisation-based explanations. 

Russia’s increasing rejection of NATO’s normative framing and opposition to enlargement 

challenged assumptions about identity convergence. Rather than becoming integrated into a 

shared security community, Russia increasingly positioned itself in opposition to NATO’s 

normative order, contributing to processes of mutual othering and the breakdown of 
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cooperative frameworks. Russia’s increasing rejections of NATO’s normative framing and the 

Alliance’s subsequent redefinition of Russia as a central threat have exposed the limits of 

socialisation-based explanations (Lynch, 1997; Sperling & Webber, 2017; Pouliot, 2010; 

Gheciu & von Hlatky, 2024).  

 

As such, while constructivism provides valuable insight into how identity and norms shape 

NATO’s posture toward Russia and its evolution as an organisation, it often treats the 

Alliance as a relatively coherent actor. As a result, it pays limited attention to how internal 

disagreements and competing interpretations among member states shape collective 

outcomes. To address this limitation, this thesis turns to strategic culture, which enables a 

more fine-grained analysis of internal contestation and subcultural influence within NATO. 

 

2.2 Strategic culture and International Organisations  
The concept of strategic culture has increasingly been applied beyond the state level, though 

its use in the study of international organisations remains limited. The European Union (EU) 

has been the most prominent case, where scholars have examined how shared norms and 

practices shape collective security behaviour. Early debates questioned whether the EU could 

develop a coherent strategic culture given persistent national diversity (Rynning, 2003; 

Meyer, 2005). Subsequent research, however, argued that a common framework of ideas 

gradually emerged at the organisational level. Schmidt and Zyla (2011), for example, identify 

the 2003 European Security Strategy as a milestone in articulating a shared vision for 

European security, while Norheim-Martinsen (2011) and Biava, Drent, and Herd (2011) show 

that EU strategic culture rests less on shared geopolitical priorities than on common 

approaches to managing security through multilateralism, legitimacy, and the integration of 

civilian and military instruments.   

 

This body of literature demonstrates that international organisations can develop a strategic 

culture, even when national differences persist. Cultural convergence occurs through 

sustained cooperation, yet variation among member states continues to shape collective 

outcomes. Silva (2024) illustrates how such differences influence EU responses to Russia, as 

national traditions and normative alignments affect whether states prioritise cooperation or 

confrontation. At the same time, critics question the operational depth of an EU strategic 

culture. Matlary (2006) argues that the EU’s institutional hybridity limits the coherence of a 
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collective culture, while Schmidt and Zola (2011) note that recurring divisions during crises 

challenge the consistency of shared strategic orientations.    

 

Compared to the EU, NATO’s strategic culture has received far less scholarly attention. 

Existing research primarily examines national strategic cultures within, rather than NATO as 

a collective actor. Studies show that national traditions shape military contributions and 

burden-sharing, as illustrated by variation in participation in NATO organisations and 

differing attitudes toward the use of force (Ångström & Honig, 2012; Zapfe, 2016; Becker & 

Malesky, 2017). While these findings indicate enduring national diversity, they essentially 

treat NATO as an arena for aggregating state preferences rather than as a cultural entity in its 

own right.    

 

Only a limited number of studies address NATO’s strategic culture directly. Zyla (2011), for 

instance, compares NATO and the EU and finds normative overlap alongside distinct views 

on the legitimacy and utility of military force, characterising NATO as a strategic subculture 

within the broader European security order. Even here, however, NATO’s culture is primarily 

derived from member-state orientations rather than analysed as an evolving organisational 

framework.    

 

Taken together, existing scholarship leaves a significant gap. While traditional IR theories 

offer valuable insight into NATO’s post-Cold War evolution, a systematic understanding of 

how NATO, as a collective actor, constructs and negotiates its strategic identity is missing. 

Research on strategic culture demonstrates that collective norms can emerge despite national 

diversity, yet similar analyses of NATO remain scarce. This thesis addresses that gap by 

applying a strategic culture framework to NATO as a collective actor, examining how internal 

variation and shared beliefs interact to shape the Alliance’s evolving posture toward Russia.   

 

Having identified this gap, the following chapter develops the theoretical framework 

underpinning the study, outlining how strategic culture can be adapted to the organisational 

level and how it helps capture both continuity and contestation within NATO.  
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3. Theory  

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework guiding the study. Strategic culture is used to 

examine how NATO understands security, threat, and appropriate action, as well as how 

internal variation within the Alliance influences these understandings.   

 

At its core, strategic culture refers to the shared assumptions and expectations that shape how 

actors interpret security problems and assess which strategic options are legitimate or 

appropriate (Doser, 2016:285; Neumann & Heikka, 2005:6). Rather than offering a direct 

causal explanation, it provides contextual insight into why specific strategies appear natural, 

while others remain implausible.  

 

This study draws on the first and fourth generations of strategic culture scholarship. 

First-generation approaches conceptualise strategic culture as a historically constituted 

context that shapes strategic preferences and practices over time (Gray, 1999:50). Culture is 

embedded within institutions and routines and informs how actors interpret security without 

determining outcomes in a mechanistic way; it provides context, not causality (Gray, 

1999:62).      

 

Fourth-Generation scholarship reconceptualises strategic culture as plural, dynamic, and 

internally contested. Rather than treating culture as a single, coherent set of beliefs, it 

emphasises the coexistence of multiple strategic subcultures that offer competing 

interpretations of the strategic environment (Bloomfield, 2012). Strategic change occurs 

when the relative influence of these subcultures shifts, allowing previously subordinate 

interpretations to shape collective preferences and policy orientations. This approach is 

particularly suited to analysing NATO, an alliance with diverse national traditions and 

strategic priorities.   

 

Combining these generations allows for the thesis to account for both stability and change in 

NATO’s strategic culture. This framework therefore treats NATO’s strategic culture as neither 

static nor monolithic, but rather as an evolving configuration shaped by interactions among 

member states and institutional actors.   
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In applying this framework, the thesis assumes that key elements of NATO’s strategic culture 

can be identified through a systematic analysis of its Strategic Concepts, in which shared 

understandings of security are articulated. The following section conceptualises this 

framework by securing the key analytical sub-beliefs that guide the analysis.   

  

3.1 Conceptualisation of Framework  
Strategic culture is understood as a contextual framework that shapes how actors define 

security problems and assess which responses are considered appropriate without 

deterministically prescribing behaviour (Biehl et al., 2013:11). Actors do not operate on a 

blank slate; instead, strategic choices are embedded in historically informed patterns of belief 

that guide threat perceptions and legitimise responses (Meyer, 2005:527). It provides an 

interpretive context for understanding why particular strategic preferences appear natural 

within a given community (Doser & Eidenfalk, 2019:7).    

 

Strategic culture is thus treated as integrative and dynamic. It provides continuity by 

anchoring strategic behaviour in shared institutional norms, while simultaneously allowing 

for change through internal contestation and shifting balances of influence among competing 

subcultures. This approach suits NATO, where diverse national traditions and organisational 

identities coexist within a common institutional framework. NATO’s strategic culture is 

therefore treated as the outcome of ongoing interaction among multiple subcultures.   

 

To operationalise this framework, the analysis focuses on three sub-beliefs that capture core 

dimensions of strategic culture as expressed in policy and doctrine. Drawing on established 

conceptualisations in strategic culture research (Doeser, 2017; Zyla, 2011), these sub-beliefs 

serve as analytical lenses rather than exhaustive representations of NATO’s strategic culture. 

They are:  

(I) The interpretation and prioritisation of threats  

(II) Accepted ways and methods for addressing threats  

(III) The core task of the military and the Alliance   

 

These beliefs provide a structured basis for examining how strategic preferences evolve over 

time and how variation among NATO subcultures contributes to shifts in the Alliance’s 

posture toward Russia.   
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3.1.1 The interpretation and prioritisation of threats  

The conceptualisation of this sub-belief draws on Zyla’s research on NATO’s strategic 

culture, anchoring it explicitly at the level of an international organisation. He defines this 

dimension as concerning “the extent and degree to which threats endanger social agents, as 

well as how they are interpreted and used to justify security behaviour” (Zyla, 2011:672).   

 

Here, the focus is on how threats are prioritised and interpreted within NATO, with particular 

attention to whether Russia is defined as a primary, direct, or existential threat to the Alliance 

or its member states. Such threat categorisation provides context for understanding whether 

strategic behaviour is justified and which security responses are considered appropriate.   

 

While Russia constitutes the central focus of the analysis, this sub-belief is not restricted 

exclusively to Russia. Other security challenges identified in the security documents are also 

examined, as variation in threat prioritisation within the Alliance offers insight into internal 

differences. Examining how Russia is positioned relative to other threats, therefore, enables a 

more nuanced assessment of NATO’s strategic culture and internal variation.  

  

3.1.2 Accepted ways and methods for addressing threats  

This sub-belief also draws on Zylas' conceptualisation, focusing on normative attitudes 

toward addressing security threats. Zyla defines this dimension as concerning:  

 

Accepted social practices regarding how to address these threats, including the 

application of civilian and military resources of state power. What are the 

organisations’ attitudes towards the use of force? Under which conditions, if at all, 

should it be used? (Zyla, 2011:672).   

 

This sub-belief captures how NATO and its members justify and prioritise different 

instruments of security policy. It enables an examination of whether treaters are addressed 

primarily through deterrence, defence, crisis management, partnership, or normative 

engagement, and under which conditions military means are considered legitimate.   

 

Justification of military action constitutes a core element of strategic culture, as it reflects 

underlying beliefs about the appropriate role of force in international politics (Edström et al., 
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2019:4445).  At the same time, this framework allows for the inclusion of normative 

justifications grounded in shared values and institutional identity, which Bloomfield 

(2012:442) identifies as a central component of culture. Given NATO’s self-understanding as 

a value-based alliance, attention to how normative commitments are reflected in accepted 

methods of action provides essential insight into the Alliance’s strategic culture (Becker & 

Malesky, 2017:165).  

  

3.1.3 The core task of the military and the Alliance  

This thesis adopts Dosser’s (2017) conceptualisation concerning the core tasks of the military, 

defined as:     

 

What are the core tasks of the armed forces? Should the armed forces give priority to 

the task of territorial defence, or should participation in international operations be 

considered equally important to, or even ranked above, territorial defence? (Doeser, 

2017:744).      
    

This belief provides insight into how military priorities are understood and ordered, 

particularly the balance between territorial defence and expeditionary operations. This allows 

for an examination of how the Alliance and its members conceptualise the primary purpose of 

military power.  

 

To capture NATO’s role as a collective actor, this thesis extends the formulation to also 

include the Alliance’s core task. This extension enables analysis of how NATO defines its 

purpose over time, whether as a primary defensive alliance focused on territorial protection or 

as a broader security actor engaged in crisis management, stabilisation, and the promotion of 

international order. Examining this sub-belief at the Alliance level thus enables a systematic 

comparison of how both NATO’s understanding of its military role evokes and how different 

interpretations coexist within the organisation.   
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4. Methodological Framework  
4.1 Assumption of the Research  

This thesis is grounded in an interpretivist epistemological and ontological position, which 

holds that social reality is context-dependent and meanings are not fixed or universally given, 

but shaped through interpretation (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012:10). Rather than assuming 

objective knowledge independent of social context, the study approaches NATO’s posture as 

something to be understood through how actors interpret security within specific institutional 

and historical settings.   

 

The purpose of social inquiry is not to identify general causal laws, but to develop an 

in-depth understanding of how political actors make sense of their environment and translate 

these interpretations into policy-relevant categories. Accordingly, this thesis does not seek to 

explain NATO’s behaviour through predictive causal models, but to analyse patterns of 

meaning and prioritisation as they are expressed in official documents.   

 

The research plays an active role in the research process, shaping both the production and 

interpretation of knowledge (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012:100). Theoretical assumptions 

and prior knowledge shape the selection of categories, coding decisions, and the 

interpretation of findings. This study, therefore, acknowledges the researcher’s role in 

constructing the analysis while seeking to ensure transparency and analytical consistency 

through clearly defined categories and systematic comparison across documents.  

  

4.2 Comparative Case Study  
Given the study’s aim of examining NATO’s strategic culture and identifying how different 

subgroups within the Alliance shape its posture toward Russia, a comparative case study 

design is well-suited. The design allows for systematic comparison across selected cases 

using the three analytical sub-beliefs outlined above.    

 

Comparison enables the identification of similarities and differences in how strategic 

priorities, threat interpretations, and accepted methods of action are articulated, thereby 

highlighting patterns of convergence and divergence with NATO. Comparative analysis 

allows for theoretical reflection by relating contrasting cases (Bryman, 2012:75), facilitating 

an understanding of social phenomena when contrasted to meaningful cases (Bryman, 
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2012:72). In this study, comparison serves as a tool for assessing how internal variation in 

strategic culture contributes to NATO’s posture toward Russia.  

  

4.2.1 Case Selection  

To enable a comparative analysis of strategic subcultures within NATO, this study selected 

NATO and three European member states as cases: France, the United Kingdom (the UK), 

and Poland. The selection follows a logic of maximum variation, aiming to capture 

contrasting strategic orientations within NATO while maintaining comparability (Seawright 

& Gerring, 2008).  

 

The three national cases differ in historical experience, geopolitical position, and strategic 

outlook, allowing the study to examine how distinct national subcultures shape and contrast 

NATO’s collective strategic culture. At the same time, all three are influential European 

members with comparable relative power positions, ensuring that observed differences 

cannot be attributed solely to material capability asymmetries.   

 

France represents a subculture that emphasises autonomy, multilateralism, and European 

defence integration. It is often associated with a Europeanist orientation, viewing the Alliance 

as a mechanism for European stability and for strengthening European defence capacity. It is 

viewed as a “status quo” member, seeing NATO as a means of sustaining US engagement 

(Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013; Noetzel & Schreer, 2009:540).  

 

The UK exemplifies an Atlantic’s strategic orientation, characterised by close alignment with 

the US, expeditionary capability, and a view of NATO as the primary framework for global 

and transatlantic security. It is frequently associated with a reformist perspective, 

emphasising NATO’s role beyond territorial defence (Cornish, 2013; Noetzel & Schreer, 

2009:540).   

 

Poland's security outlook is shaped by historical vulnerability and proximity to Russia, 

prioritising territorial defence, deterrence, and the credibility of NATO’s collective defence 

commitments. It is associated with a neo-traditionalist position that emphasises NATO’s 

central role in protecting Allied territory (Terlikowski, 2013; Noetzel & Schreer, 2009:540).  
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Together, these cases offer a balanced combination of comparability and diversity. 

Contrasting strategic orientations make them well-suited for analysing how different 

European subcultures interact within NATO and contribute to the Alliance’s evolving posture 

toward Russia.   

 

4.3 Method  
4.3.1 Qualitative Content Analysis     

This thesis employs a qualitative content analysis, a method used to systematically examine 

texts by identifying, categorising, and interpreting recurring patterns and themes (Bryman, 

2012:274). The approach permits an in-depth analysis of how NATO articulates strategic 

priorities, threat perceptions, and acceptable forms of action in its official documents.  

 

This method does not seek to quantify textual data, but to organise and interpret it in a way 

that reveals shared themes, underlying assumptions, and patterns of meaning. Through 

coding, relevant text segments are linked to analytically defined categories that capture how 

ideas, norms, and priorities are expressed in policy documents (Boréus & Bergström, 2017). 

The analysis focuses on what is articulated in the text and how meaning is constructed, 

allowing for the examination of how strategic issues are categorised and prioritised, enabling 

an open, flexible research design (Wiesner, 2022). The analytical process follows an 

adductive logic, moving iteratively between empirical material and theoretical concepts to 

develop plausible interpretations of observed patterns (Danermark et al., 2002; Bryman, 

2012:401). 

 

Coding is guided by analytical categories derived from the theoretical framework presented 

in Chapter 3. These categories, referred to as sub-beliefs, capture three core dimensions of 

strategic culture relevant to this study. Applying those categories systematically enables a 

structured comparison across documents and cases, facilitating a contextual understanding of 

how NATO’s strategic posture toward Russia evolves over time.   

 

4.3.2 Operationalisation of Strategic Culture     

The operationalisation of strategic culture in this study builds on previous research, 

particularly Zyla’s work on strategic culture in international organisations (Zyla, 2011), and 

Doeser's definition of core tasks (Doeser, 2017). Strategic cults are understood as sets of 
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shared assumptions and normative orientations that can be identified through the systematic 

analysis of policy-relevant documents, in which strategic priorities, threat perceptions, and 

acceptable forms of action are articulated. Drawing on the framework developed in Chapter 

3, the analysis focuses on three sub-beliefs of strategic culture:  

 

(I) The interpretation and prioritisation of threats  

(II) Accepted ways and methods for addressing threats  

(III) The core task of the military and the Alliance   

 

These sub-beliefs are translated into analytical equations that guide the coding of the 

empirical material. Following Zyla (2011:669), the research focuses on policy-making elites, 

as strategic culture is assumed to reside primarily among them.  

 

The beliefs are applied to NATO’s Strategic Concepts and to national defence and security 

documents from Poland, France and the UK. Analysing these materials enables an assessment 

of how NATO’s collective posture toward Russia evolves and how variation among 

subcultures contributes to changes in the Alliance’s strategic culture and posture. An example 

of how the sub-beliefs are operationalised is presented below.   

  

 

Sub-Beliefs of 
Strategic Culture 

Operationalisation 

Core task of the Military What is the core task(s) of the armed force? What is the core 
task(s) of NATO? 
 
Is there a prioritisation towards territorial or 
expeditionary defence? 

The interpretation and 
prioritisation of threats 

How are threats or challenges defined and prioritised? 
 
What actors, regions, or phenomena are identified as sources 
of insecurity? 
 
What assumptions are made about the intentions, capabilities, 
or persistence of these threats? 
 
How is Russia perceived? A threat, a partner or not at all? 
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Accepted ways and 
methods to address these 
threats 

For what purposes is NATO/state(s) willing to use 
force? 
 
How is cooperation with partners or allies described as part of 
the strategic response? 
 
To what extent are actions justified through shared norms, 
values, or collective principles? 
 
Is NATO the primary means of addressing threats, or are other 
actors/ways prioritised? 

  

4.4 Material  
The primary material analysed in this study consists of NATO’s Strategic Concepts and 

national defence and security policy documents. NATO’s Strategic Concepts from the 

post-Cold War period (1991, 1999, 2010, and 2022) constitute the core empirical material, as 

they represent the Alliance’s most authoritative statements of collective strategic priorities 

and threat assessments.    

 

National defence and security policy documents from France, the UK, and Poland are 

analysed to identify variation in strategic subcultures within NATO. To ensure comparability 

over time, national documents are categorised by decade (2000s, 2010s, and 2020s) and 

analysed alongside the Strategic Concept of the corresponding period. These documents are 

selected because they serve a similar function, outlining strategic priorities, threat 

perceptions, and accepted methods of action at both the national and Alliance level.   

 

The use of strategic and defence policy documents rests on the assumption that key elements 

of strategic culture can be identified through official policy texts. These documents reflect the 

dominant strategic orientations of policy-making elites and provide insight into how security 

problems are categorised and addressed. Strategic documents express elite consensus on 

security issues, guide political and military planning, and structure relations with other actors 

in international politics (Zyla, 2011:672). Analysing defence policies alongside Strategic 

Concepts enables a systematic comparison of how national subcultures align with, contest, or 

reinforce NATO’s collective posture toward Russia.   
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Limiting the material to Strategic Concepts and defence policies ensures analytical coherence 

and feasibility within the scope of the thesis. These documents provide a consistent, 

comparable basis for examining how strategic priorities, threat interpretations, and accepted 

methods of action evolve over time and across cases.   

  

4.5 Limitations   
This study is subject to several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the analysis is 

limited to NATO’s Strategic Concepts and selected national defence and security documents. 

Other potentially relevant sources, such as speeches, operational doctrines, or internal NATO 

documents, are not included. This limitation was made to ensure analytical coherence and 

feasibility within the scope of the thesis. While the exclusion of additional sources may limit 

the breadth of empirical material, the selected documents constitute the most authoritative 

and comparable expressions of strategic priorities at both Alliance and national levels.   

 

The study’s temporal scope is confined to the post-Cold War period from 1991 to 2022, 

coinciding with the release of NATO’s Strategic Concepts. As a result, developments 

occurring after 2022 are not captured. The findings should therefore be understood as 

reflecting strategic culture within this defined timeframe rather than as predictive of future 

behaviour. A further limitation concerns the temporal scope of the national defence and 

security documents. While NATO’s Strategic Concepts allow for an analysis of the Alliance’s 

strategic culture from the 1990s onward, comparable national defence policies are not 

available for the immediate post-Cold War period. As a result, while NATO’s strategic culture 

can be traced back to 1991, the analysis of subcultures becomes analytically visible only from 

the 2000s onward. This limits the study’s ability to capture national-level contestation during 

the 1990s.   

 

Finally, the study does not claim to provide a comprehensive account of NATO’s strategic 

culture, but rather to offer analytically grounded insights into how selected subcultures shape 

the Alliance’s collective posture toward Russia.  
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4.6 Ethical Considerations  
This study raises no significant ethical concerns, as it relies exclusively on publicly available 

policy documents and does not involve human subjects, personal data, or sensitive 

information.  
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5. Analysis  
This chapter presents an empirical qualitative content analysis of NATO’s strategic culture 

and its evolving posture toward Russia. Building on the theoretical and methodological 

framework developed, the analysis examines how shared assumptions about security, threats 

and appropriate action are expressed across NATO Strategic Concepts and selected national 

defence and security documents.    

 

5.1 NATO  
The following section examines continuity and change in NATO’s strategic culture across 

successive Strategic Concepts, with particular attention to Russia’s position within the 

Alliance. 

    

5.1.1 Strategic Concept 1991 - A New World  

Sub-Belief I - The Interpretation and Prioritisation of Threats   

In the immediate post-Cold War period, NATO’s Strategic Concepts reflect a cautiously 

optimistic assessment of the security environment. The Alliance states that the “monolithic, 

massive and potentially immediate threat which was the principal concern of the Alliance in 

its first forty years has disappeared,” while acknowledging that “ a great deal of uncertainty 

about the future and risks to the security of the Alliance remains” (NATO, 2010a:22). The 

disappearance of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw pact thus remove NATO’s primary 

adversary, but not the need for security planning.   

 

Rather than identifying a single hostile actor, the 1991 Concepts prioritises a set of diffuse 

and contingent risks. Security challenges are associated with “instabilities that may arise from 

the serious economic, social and political difficulties, including ethnic rivalries and territorial 

disputes” in Central and Eastern Europe (NATO, 2010a:22). The shift from a singular 

immediate threat to multiple risks indicates a reorientation of NATO’s threat prioritisation, 

from enemy-focused deterrence toward broader risk and contingency management. This shift 

from an “immediate threat” to diffuse “risks” enables NATO to preserve its relevance by 

redefining security as a condition to be managed rather than an enemy to be defeated.    

 

Russia occupies an ambivalent position within this framework. While NATO no longer 

frames Russia as an ideological or military adversary, its conventional and nuclear 
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capabilities are still described as factors that must be “taken into account” when maintaining 

strategic balance in Europe (NATO, 2010a:22). Russia is therefore neither categories as an 

enemy nor fully integrated as a partner, but as a residual source of strategic uncertainty whose 

material capabilities continue to shape NATO’s security calculations.    

 

This ambiguity is reinforced by NATO’s assertion that “the new environment does not change 

the purpose or the security functions of the Alliance, but rather underlines their enduring 

validity” (NATO, 2010a:23). The Concept thus reflects a posture in which cooperative 

security rhetoric coexists with continued attention to deterrence requirements. Russia remains 

a latent reference point in NATO’s strategic culture, shaping threat interpretation even as the 

Alliance reframes its overall security role.    

 

Sub-Belief II - The accepted ways and methods to address these threats  

In the immediate post-Cold War context, NATO frames the security environment as an 

opportunity to adapt to a broader, cooperation- and dialogue-centred approach to security. 

The 1991 Concept emphasises the prevention of conflict arising from uncertainty or 

miscalculation. It highlights NATO’s role in fostering a common European security identity, 

both among members and in relations with neighbouring states (NATO, 2010a:31). Particular 

attention is given to Central and Eastern Europe, which is identified as a priority area to 

stabilise the post-Cold War order.   

 

At the same time, NATO maintains a clear role for military capabilities. Deterrence remains 

assertional, as the maintenance of adequate nuclear and conventional forces is described as 

indispensable for preventing coercion and ensuring the effectiveness of political measures 

(NATO, 2010a:27). The content of the document thus indicates a prioritisation of political 

engagement and cooperation, while framing military deterrence as a necessary supporting 

condition rather than as an end in itself. This reflects a strategic culture in which cooperation 

is foregrounded but underpinned by continued reliance on military credibility.  

  

Sub-Belief III - The core task of the military and the Alliance  

Despite the transformed security environment, the 1991 Strategic Concept clearly reaffirms 

NATO’s core task as territorial defence. The document states that “primary role of Alliance 

military forces… remains unchanged,” emphasising that defence and deterrence continue to 
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rest on an “appropriate mix” of nuclear and conventional forces sufficient to ensure the 

territorial integrity and political independence of member states (NATO, 2010a:28).   

 

While crisis management and operations under United Nations (UN) mandates are 

acknowledged as possible tasks, they are presented as secondary to the Alliance’s overriding 

responsibility for collective defence. Nuclear weapons retain a central position within this 

framework, described as “essential to preserve peace” with the US strategic forces identified 

as the “supreme guarantee” of Allied security (NATO, 2010a:31). This indicates that 

deterrence remains a foundational element of NATO’s security strategy, even as the Alliance 

broadens its political and cooperative engagement.    

 

Russia, though no longer defined as an adversary, continues to shape NATO’s force posture 

implicitly. The 1991 Concept notes that the persistence of “significantly larger” conventional 

forces and a “large nuclear arsenal”, factors that must still be considered in maintaining a 

strategic balance in Europe (NATO, 2010a:22). NATO’s posture toward Russia in this period 

thus reflects continuity in deterrence requirements alongside a broader effort to adapt to a 

post-Cold War security environment.     

  

5.1.2 Strategic Concept 1999 - The Emergence of a Dual Role Alliance  

Sub-Belief I – The Interpretation and Prioritisation of Threats  

NATO’s interpretation of threats in the 1999 Strategic Concept largely builds on the 

framework established in 1991. Large-scale conventional aggression against the Alliance is 

again assessed as “highly unlikely”. At the same time, uncertainty and risk remain central 

features of the security environment (NATO, 2010a:36). The Alliance further broadens its 

threat prioritisation to include regional crises, ethnic and religious conflict, state failure, and 

humanitarian emergencies. Particular attention is given to the Mediterranean region, which is 

identified as having the potential to generate instability affecting the Euro-Atlantic area as a 

whole (NATO, 2010a:40)  

 

Compared to 1999, greater emphasis is placed on cooperative engagement and crisis 

management beyond Allied territory. Russia is explicitly framed as a partner, with NATO 

expressing the ambition to build a “strong, stable and enduring partnership” (NATO, 

2010a:36). Russia is therefore not prioritised as a threat. Still, it is neither fully decoupled 

from NATO’s security planning.   
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The Strategic Concept thus reflects a conditional partnership with Russia. Political 

cooperation and inclusion are prioritised, while awareness of Russia’s enduring military 

capabilities continues to inform NATO’s assessment of the security environment. NATO’s 

threat conception is characterised by optimism regarding cooperation, combined with caution 

rooted in persistent strategic uncertainty.   

 

Sub-Belief II - The accepted ways and methods to address these threats  

The accepted ways of addressing security challenges in 1999 largely followed the trajectory 

by further expanding NATO’s political and operational scope. The growing political role is 

acknowledged, describing a transition from a strictly military organisation toward one 

grounded in shared norms, values, and the rule of law (NATO, 2010a:35). Security is to be 

pursued through an integrated approach combining deterrence, crisis management, peace 

support operations, partnerships, and enlargement, reflecting an ambition to shape the 

European security environment actively.  

 

Cooperation with other international organisations, particularly the EU and UN, is identified 

as essential for achieving lasting peace and stability. However, the Strategic Concept 

reaffirms the continued importance of military capabilities. NATO maintains the ability to 

conduct both Article 5 and non-Article 5 operations, indicating that political engagement and 

the army's preparedness are treated as complementary rather than mutually exclusive 

elements of security policy (NATO, 2010a:40).  

 

Russia is described as “play a unique role in the Euro-Atlantic security.” NATO expresses the 

objective of developing relations based on shared interests, reciprocity, and transparency 

(NATO, 2010a:39). Cooperation with Russia is deemed desirable and necessary for European 

stability. Still, it is consistently linked to principles such as democracy and cooperative 

security. The Concept thus reflects an approach that encourages partnership with Russia 

while simultaneously being embedded within a broader framework of normative expectations 

and continued reliance on NATO’s military capabilities.    

 

Sub-Belief III - The core task of the military and the Alliance  

By 1999, NATO’s conception of the military’s core task extended beyond exclusive focus on 

territorial defence. While deterrence and collective defence remain fundamental and are 
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reaffirmed as the Alliance’s primary responsibility, the Strategic Concept emphasises the 

need for forces capable of fulfilling “the entire range of its missions,” including no-Article 5 

crisis response and peace support operations (NATO, 2010a:40). The explicit recognition that 

NATO forces must be able to operate “beyond the Allie’s territory” marks the 

institutionalisation of expeditionary crisis management as a core function of the Alliance.  

 

This expansion of tasks is closely linked to NATO’s broader security approach, which 

includes conducting operations in support of other international organisations and reinforcing 

political efforts through military means (NATO, 2010a:42). However, collective defence and 

deterrence continue to provide the baseline for NATO’s force posture, Russia, though framed 

as a partner, remains an implicit reference point in the Alliance’s security planning due to its 

continuing military capabilities.  

  

5.1.3 Strategic Concept 2010 – NATO the Global Actor  

Sub-Belief I – The nature and interpretation of threat  

In the 2010s, NATO assessed the Euro-Atlantic area as largely stable, stating that “the threat 

of a conventional attack against NATO territory is low” (NATO, 2010b:10). As a result, the 

Alliance’s threat prioritisation shifts decisively toward transnational and non-state challenges, 

including terrorism, the proliferation of ballistic missiles and weapons of mass destruction, 

cyber-attacks, regional instability beyond NATO borders, and environmental and resources 

pressures. Compared to earlier Strategic Concepts, the 2010 documents adopt a more global 

perspective, emphasising that developments outside NATO territory can pose indirect but 

notable risks to Allied security (NATO, 2010b).  

 

Russia is notably absent from NATO’s threat assessment in this period. The Strategic Concept 

explicitly states that NATO “does not consider any country to be adversary” (NATO, 

2010b:14), signalling a strong commitment to cooperative security and the de-prioritisation of 

the state-centric threat narratives. Russia is therefore not framed as a source of risk within the 

Alliance’s threat hierarchy, reflecting a strategic culture oriented toward global crisis 

management rather than great-power rivalry.  

 

However, the Strategic Concept does not eliminate considerations of strategic capabilities. 

While Russia’s nuclear forces are not presented as a threat, they remain relevant in 

discussions of strategic stability and arms reduction, indicating that cooperative rhetoric 
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coexists with continued attention to deterrence-related factors (NATO, 2010b:24). NATO’s 

posture thus combines an explicit emphasis on partnership and transnational risks with an 

underlying continuity in strategic caution.  

  

Sub-Belief II – The accepted ways and methods to address these threats  

The 2010 Strategic Concept consolidates NATO’s comprehensive approach to security, 

emphasising the coordinated use of political, civilian, and military instruments. Cooperation 

with other international organisations is elevated to a central component of NATO’s strategy, 

reflecting an ambition to address security challenges through multilateral engagement 

(NATOb, 2010). Preventive measures and post-conflict reconstruction are given increased 

prominence, reinforcing NATO’s role as a global security actor operating beyond Allied 

territory.  

 

At the same time, NATO reaffirms the continued importance of military capabilities, it 

maintains that security rests on “an appropriate mix of nuclear and conventional capabilities” 

and stresses its ability to deploy and sustain forces when required (NATO, 2010b:14). 

Accepted methods for addressing threats therefore combine political engagement and 

partnership with sustained military preparedness, rather than replacing deterrence with 

non-military tools.   

 

NATO’s relationships with Russia are framed in cooperative terms. Through the 

NATO-Russia Council, the Alliance seeks joint action on missile defence, counterterrorism, 

counter-piracy and arms control, presenting Russia as a participant in a “common space of 

peace, stability and security” (NATO, 2010b:29). Cooperation is described as grounded in 

confidence, transparency, and predictability, and is presented as central to European security.  

  

Sub-Belief III – The core task of the military and the Alliance  

The Strategic Concept formalises a broadened understanding of NATO’s core tasks, 

identifying collective defence, crisis management and cooperative security as equally 

essential responsibilities (NATO, 2010b). This represents a departure from earlier hierarchies 

in which territorial defence clearly dominated NATO’s military role. The force posture is 

oriented towards expeditionary mobility, deployability, and the capacity to sustain concurrent 

operations.   
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While NATO reaffirms that it remains a nuclear alliance, the likelihood of nuclear use is 

described as extremely remote. The absence of an immediate conventional threat allows 

greater emphasis on expeditionary operations beyond Allied territory, justified as a means of 

preventing external crises from affecting NATO’s security. The military’s core task during 

this period thus combines collective defence with a sustained commitment to crisis 

management and cooperative security (NATO, 2010b:7).  

 

Overall, the 2010 Strategic Concept marks the peak of NATO’s cooperative stance towards 

Russia and a strategic culture prioritising flexibility and global crisis management over 

territorial deterrence.  

  

5.1.4 Strategic Concept 2022 – The Pivot Back  

Sub- Belief I – The nature and interpretation of threat  

The 2022 Strategic Concept represents a considerable shift in NATO’s threat prioritisation. 

The Alliance explicitly identifies a state as its principal security challenge, stating that the 

“Russian Federation is the most significant and direct threat to Allies’ security and to peace 

and stability in the Euro-Atlantic area” (NATO, 2022:4). This represents a clear departure 

from the cooperative and threat-diffuse frameworks that characterised earlier Strategic 

Concepts, particularly in 2010.  

 

NATO further assesses that it “cannot discount the possibility of an attack against Allies’ 

sovereignty and territorial integrity” (NATO, 2022:4), indicating a heightened perception of 

risk and the need for sustained readiness. Russia is described as actively seeking to establish 

spheres of influence through coercion, subversion, aggression and annexation, employing 

conventional and hybrid means against the Alliance and its partners (NATO, 2022:4). Unlike 

earlier documents, the threat is framed as deliberate and sustained, rather than as a product of 

instability or miscalculation.  

 

While Russia is prioritised as the most immediate threat, the Strategic Concept situates this 

assessment within a broader security environment characterised by multiple, interconnected 

challenges. Authoritarian actors are described as undermining democratic institutions and 

multilateral norms through hybrid tactics. At the same time, China is identified as a systemic 

challenge, terrorism as the most direct asymmetric threat, and instability in the Middle East, 

North Africa and the Sahel as sources of spillover effects (NATO, 2022:5).  
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Taken together, the content of the 2022 Strategic Concept reflects a reorientation towards 

territorial defence and deterrence, with Russia placed at the centre. China is viewed as a 

systemic challenge with limited engagement possible, but it does not displace Russia as 

NATO’s primary security concern. While global and transnational risks remain, the Alliance’s 

strategic culture marks a return to prioritised collective defence after a prolonged period of 

emphasis on cooperative security.  

  

Sub-Belief II – The accepted ways and methods to address these threats  

In response to Russia, the 2022 Strategic Concept prioritises forward deterrence and defence 

as the Alliance’s primary methods of ensuring security. NATO emphasises the integration of 

nuclear, conventional, missile defence, cyber and space capabilities and commits to 

responding to Russian threats and hostile actions “in a united and responsible way” (NATO, 

2022:4). Under current conditions, Russia is explicitly rejected as a partner. Deterrence and 

defence are reaffirmed as the central pillars of NATO’s approach.   

 

The Strategic Concept maintains a limited form of engagement with Russia. NATO expresses 

the intention to keep channels of communication open to manage risks, prevent escalation 

and preserve the possibility of future stability, conditional on changes in Russian behaviour 

(NATO, 2022:4). Engagement is therefore no longer framed as a cooperative partnership, but 

as a pragmatic tool for crisis management alongside strengthened deterrence.  

 

NATO further underscores the relevance of deepened cooperation with allies and partners that 

share its core values, particularly the EU, which is described as playing a complementary and 

mutually reinforcing role in supporting international peace and security (NATO, 2022:10).  

  

Sub-Belief III – The core tasks of the military and the Alliance  

The 2022 Strategic Concept marks a clear reprioritisation of collective defence as NATO’s 

primary core task. While the three core tasks, collective defence, crisis management and 

cooperative security are formally retained, deterrence and territorial defence are explicitly 

elevated, NATO commits to a strengthened forward presence, multi-domain combat-ready 

forces, enhanced missile and air defence, and the ability to rapidly reinforce “any Ally” in 

response to emerging threats (NATO, 2022:6).   
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Nuclear deterrence remains central to this posture. The Strategic Concepts reaffirms nuclear 

forces as the essential guarantee of Allied security and explicitly emphasises the role of the 

US, UK and French nuclear capabilities (NATO, 2022:8). Crisis management and cooperative 

security continue to feature in NATO’s strategic outlook. Still, they are clearly subordinated 

to the overriding responsibility of ensuring territorial defence. Expeditionary operations are 

reframed as supportive to this purpose, rather than as autonomous missions (NATO, 2022).  

 

The content of the 2022 Strategic Concept thus reflects a shift towards state-centric, 

high-intensity deterrence with collective defence and territorial integrity once again 

structuring NATO’s military priorities. Russia’s identification as the most significant and 

direct threat places it at the centre of this reweighted core-task hierarchy, making a decisive 

move away from the expeditionary and cooperative emphasis of the previous decade.  

  

5.2 Poland: The Eastern Pole  
5.2.1 Poland and sub- Belief I 

Following the Cold War, Poland’s strategic culture is characterised by a persistent emphasis 

on threats originating from the east, distinguishing it from NATO’s more optimistic and 

diffuse threat assessments during the 1990s and 2000s. In the early years of NATO 

membership, Polish security strategies broadly aligned with the Alliance's assessment of a 

low likelihood of conventional conflict, instead highlighting risks associated with terrorism, 

the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, failed states, and regional instability 

(Republic of Poland, 2003; 2007). As the 2003 strategy notes, security challenges 

increasingly stemmed from “the outcomes of the globalisation and fragmentation processes” 

shaping the international environment (Republic of Poland, 2003)  

 

At the same time, Polish documents consistently maintained a distinct focus on Russia. 

Already in the 2000s, Russia was described as characterised by “lingering bastions of 

authoritarianism” (Republic of Poland, 2003), while later strategies warned of Moscow’s 

selective pressure on NATO and EU member states and its use of energy resources as 

instruments of political influence (Republic of Poland, 2007:6). Although Russia was not yet 

categorised as a direct military threat, it was treated as a structurally destabilising factor 

requiring sustained attention. This emphasis contrasted with NATO’s partnership-oriented 

framing during the same period.   
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From the late 2000s onward, Poland’s threat interpretation diverged more clearly from 

NATO's. The 2009 strategy cites the war in Georgia as evidence that traditional military 

threats had not disappeared, while the 2014 strategy explicitly frames Russia’s 

“confrontational policy”, including the annexation of Crimea, as a direct threat to Polish and 

European security (Polish Ministry of National Defence, 2009; 2014). Russia’s behaviour is 

increasingly prioritised as offensive and destabilising, becoming the central external driver of 

insecurity in Polish strategic assessments.   

 

This trajectory culminates in the 2020 National Security Strategy, which identifies Russia as 

“the most serious threat,” driven by “neo-imperial policy” pursued “also by means of military 

force” (Republic of Poland, 2020:6). While other challenges are acknowledged, Russia is 

clearly prioritised within Poland’s threat hierarchy. Across the analysed period, Poland’s 

strategic culture thus exhibits strong continuity in its threat interpretation, marked by a 

persistent eastern orientation that precedes and anticipates NATO’s later reprioritisation of 

Russia.   

  

5.2.2 Poland and sub-Belief II 

Poland’s accepted methods for addressing security threats display strong continuity and are 

closely aligned with its persistent eastern threat perception. Polish security strategies 

consistently anchor national defence in institutionalised collective defence, with NATO 

identified as the primary guarantor of security. Early documents describe NATO as the “main 

pillar of politico-military stability” and the “most important guarantor” of Poland’s defence 

(Republic of Poland, 2003).  

 

Further, Polish strategies emphasise the importance of complementary bilateral relations with 

the US. US engagement is treated as a crucial component of Poland’s security, reinforcing 

NATO’s collective defence commitments rather than substituting for them. In parallel, Poland 

supports the development of EU security and defence cooperation but explicitly frames it as a 

European pillar within NATO rather than as an autonomous alternative (Republic of Poland, 

2003; 2007; 2014).   

 

As Russia’s behaviour becomes increasingly assertive, Poland’s preferred methods shift 

toward strengthened deterrence and enhanced alliance cohesion. The 2009 and 2014 
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strategies prioritised reinforcing NATO’s collective defence mission, increasing Allied 

military presence in Eastern Europe, and ensuring sustained US involvement in Europe 

(Polish Ministry of National Defence, 2009; 2014). Greater emphasis is also placed on 

improving the Allied mechanism and the effectiveness of international institutions to 

safeguard Poland’s security interests (Polish Ministry of National Defence, 2009:10).   

 

In 2020, Poland’s methods are firmly centred on deterrence, forward defence, and alliance 

cohesion. NATO, the EU and the US are consistently described as the three pillars of security, 

with particular emphasis on expanding Allied military presence on the eastern flank to ensure 

preparedness for potential conflict (Republic of Poland, 2020:10). Poland directly links its 

own security to the strategic orientation of its eastern neighbourhood (Republic of Poland, 

2020)  

  

5.2.3 Poland and sub-Belief III 

Across the analysed period, Poland’s understanding of the core task of its armed forces is 

consistently centred on territorial defence, sovereignty, and deterrence. Even during the 200s, 

when NATO’s strategic focus expanded toward expeditionary and global missions, Polish 

defence strategies continued to prioritise the defence of national territory and the protection 

of borders (Republic of Poland, 2003; 2007).  

 

In the early 200s, Poland defined the “fundamental mission” of the armed forces as 

countering politico-military threats and, above all, defending “Poland’s territory, border 

inviolability and territorial integrity” (Republic of Poland, 2003). While participation in 

international and expeditionary operations is also mentioned, it is primarily framed as a 

contribution to NATO solidarity and alliance commitments rather than as a replacement for 

territorial defence (Republic of Poland, 2007:14)  

 

As the European security deteriorates, Poland further elevates territorial defence within its 

priorities. The 2009 strategy reaffirms the armed forces' core mission as “guaranteeing 

defence of the state and counteracting aggression,” while maintaining readiness to fulfil 

Article 5 obligations toward allies (Polish Ministry of National Defence, 2009:16). Following 

Russia’s actions in Ukraine, the 2014 strategy explicitly prioritises deterrence and defence 

against conventional threats (Republic of Poland, 2014:10).  
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This trajectory culminates in the 2020 National Security Strategy, which clearly defines 

territorial defence and deterrence as the primary tasks of the Polish military. The document 

highlights the reinforcement of NATO’s eastern flank, alongside the presence of allied forces, 

particularly US forces, on Polish territory (Republic of Poland, 2020:10). While international 

missions remain part of Poland’s military activities, they are clearly subordinated to the 

overriding objective of national and collective defence for both Poland and NATO.  

  

5.3 France: The Proud European  
5.3.1 France and sub- Belief I  

Throughout the post-Cold War period, France’s strategic documents reflect a broad and 

globalised interpretation of security threats, combined with a sustained concern for the 

stability of the European security order. In the 2000s, French policies emphasised the 

transformation of the international system driven by globalisation, technological change, and 

the emergence of new power centres (French Government, 2008). Conventional large-scale 

military threats were assessed as relatively low, while terrorism, the proliferation of nuclear 

and ballistic weapons, and the instability beyond Europe were identified as central security 

challenges.   

 

During this period, France adopted a global outlook on security risks, identifying an 

expanding range of potential conflict zones from the Middle East to Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Further, documents cautioned that interstate conflict could not be ruled out, indicating 

continued awareness of traditional military risks alongside non-traditional threats (French 

Government, 2008:68).  

 

Russia was not framed as an immediate adversary in the 2000s, but it was clearly identified 

as a destabilising factor within the European security environment. The 20008 White Paper 

highlights Russia’s increasing assertiveness. These developments were interpreted as 

challenges to European strategic stability and to the security order, rather than as preparations 

for direct aggression against France or NATO (French Government, 2008:38)  

 

In the 2010s, France's threat interpretation retained its global scope but placed growing 

emphasis on the deterioration of the European security architecture. Strategic documents 

identified the weakening of arms control regimes, uncertainty regarding US engagement, and 
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the rise of China as factors undermining the international order on which French and 

European security depended (French Government, 2013; 2017). Russia’s annexation of 

Crimea and its increased military activity in the Baltic and North Atlantic regions were 

assessed as particularly destabilising, heightening the risk of escalation in Europe (French 

Government, 2017:23).  

 

This development culminates in the 2022 Strategic Review, which characterises Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine as the most explicit manifestation of a broader effort to undermine 

European security (French Government, 2022:9). Russia is identified as the primary and 

immediate threat to European security, while China is framed as a systemic competitor. 

Despite multiple global challenges, the threat hierarchy in the 2022 review is clearly centred 

on Russia, which becomes the central reference point for French strategic assessments   

  

5.3.2 France and sub-Belief II  

Across the analysed period, France’s accepted methods for addressing threats combine 

multilateral cooperation with the preservation of strategic autonomy. French documents 

consistently emphasise the need to retain the capability to act independently when required, 

while simultaneously strengthening NATO, the EU and other cooperative frameworks.  

 

In the 2000s, French defence policy rested on two complementary pillars: sovereignty and 

cooperation. France emphasised the importance of maintaining comprehensive military 

capabilities, including nuclear forces, to safeguard national interests (French Government, 

2008:64). At the same time, multilateral engagement through NATO and the EU was 

described as fundamental for managing crises and maintaining international stability. The EU 

was framed as a complementary security actor, particularly valued for its ability to integrate 

diplomatic, economic, and military instruments alongside NATO’s collective defence role 

(French Government, 2008: 95). These methods were consistently linked to commitments to 

democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.   

 

During the 2010s, French strategies placed greater emphasis on increased European 

responsibility for regional security. In response to shifting US priorities and a more 

competitive global outlook, France advocated stronger European defence capabilities 

developed in parallel with NATO structures (France, 2013; 2017). NATO, the EU and 

bilateral arrangements were presented as mutually reinforcing, with strategic autonomy 
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framed as a means of enhancing Europe's collective capacity to act rather than as a substitute 

for cooperation. France’s approach toward Russia during this period combined deterrence and 

alliance cohesion with limited diplomatic engagement (French Government, 2017:42).   

 

By 2022, France’s methods are structured around three interlinked pillars: NATO as the 

foundation of Euro-Atlantic defence, a stronger European defence capability, and the 

preservation of national strategic autonomy (French Government, 2022). NATO is identified 

as the central framework for responding to Russia’s military threat, while autonomy is 

associated with sustaining critical capabilities and the capacity to act independently if 

necessary (French Government, 2022). Together, these elements define a security-provision 

method that combines reliance on alliances with retained national decision-making capacity.  

  

5.3.3 France and sub-Belief III  

France’s strategic documents define the core task of the armed forces as the protection of 

national territory and population, combined with the sustained capacity to conduct external 

operations in defence of national interests and international responsibilities. These dual 

orientations, territorial protection and global intervention, remain a consistent feature for 

France from the 2000s onward (French Government, 2008; 2013; 2017; 2022).   

 

The 2008 White Paper articulates this broad conception by stating that French and European 

security must be understood “more globally”, encompassing both internal and external 

dimensions (French Government, 2008:59). As a result, external military intervention is 

established as a core task rather than a secondary function, with the armed forces expected to 

operate beyond national territory when required to protect French interests or fulfil 

international commitments.   

 

This understanding is maintained throughout the 2010s, as policies continued to identify the 

primary responsibility of the armed forces as ensuring “the protection of the Nation against 

any threat of a military nature,” while simultaneously emphasising the importance of 

expeditionary capabilities (French Government, 2013:75). External operations are justified in 

relation to the protection of nationals abroad, the defence of strategic interests, and the 

fulfilments of international obligations. Following renewed instability in Europe, French 

documents also assign greater importance to reassurance and deterrence activities within 

NATO, particularly in Eastern Europe (French Government, 2017:58).   
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After 2022, collective defence and preparation for high-intensity conflict in Europe gain 

renewed prominence within France’s military priorities. While the capacity for global 

intervention is retained, the invasion of Ukraine leads to a stronger emphasis on deterrence, 

defence, and sustained support for partners (French Government, 2022:41). Nuclear 

deterrence is reaffirmed as a central element of French defence policy. NATO’s collective 

defence commitment is described as the central pillar of security in Europe (French 

Government, 2022:41). France thus supports NATO’s primary role in European collective 

defence while continuing to prioritise the protection of national sovereignty and 

decision-making capacity. France does not want NATO to overextend itself to other regions, 

such as the Indo-Pacific  

  

5.4 The United Kingdom  
5.4.1 The United Kingdom and sub-Belief I  

Throughout the post-Cold War period, the UK’s threat perception has been characterised by a 

broad, global scope, close alignment with NATO assessments and a strong emphasis on 

transnational and systemic risks. In the early 2000s, security documents describe an 

international environment marked by uncertainty and a proliferation of crises across an 

expanding geographical range (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003). Terrorism and the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction are identified as the most pressing threats, 

alongside instability in fragile and failing states, particularly on NATO’s periphery and in 

parts of Africa where such risks are assessed to originate (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003:5).   

 

During this period, conventional military threats to the UK and NATO are assessed as low. 

British documents explicitly state that there are “no major conventional military threats to the 

UK or NATO” and Russia is framed primarily as a potential partner rather than as a security 

challenge (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003:7). This assessment reflects a shift away from 

territorial defence toward a threat interpretation centred on expeditionary risk management 

and crisis response.  

 

In the 2010s, the threat interpretation became more differentiated and hierarchical. Terrorism, 

cyber threats, and major civil emergencies are classified as Tier One risks, while state-based 

threats re-emerge more clearly in strategic assessments. Russia is increasingly described as 
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authoritarian and assertive, willing to undermine international norms and challenge European 

security (UK Government, 2015; 2017). Although Russia is not yet framed as an immediate 

existential threat to British territory, it is increasingly prioritised as a destabilising factor 

within the Euro-Atlantic area and as a challenger to NATO and the rule-based international 

order.    

 

In 2021, threat assessments explicitly centre on systemic competition in a more competitive 

and multipolar international environment. Russia is identified as “the most acute direct 

threat” to the United Kingdom and to Euro-Atlantic security, due to its willingness to act 

opportunistically across Europe (UK Government, 2021:26). At the same time, China is 

framed as a long-term strategic challenge, particularly in the Indo-Pacific, while other 

transnational risks remain salient. The resulting threat hierarchy places Russia and China at 

the centre of British strategic concerns within a broader Atlanticist conception of global 

competition (UK Government, 2021).  

  

5.4.2 The United Kingdom and sub-Belief II  

Across the post-Cold War period, the UK’s accepted methods are characterised by firm 

reliance on NATO, close alignment with the US, and flexible multilateral engagements. 

British documents consistently identify NATO as the primary framework for both collective 

defence and crisis management, while emphasising the transatlantic relationship as central to 

adequate security provision (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003; 2010; 2021).    

 

In the 2000s, security methods were framed around alliance leadership and expeditionary 

capability. While multilateral cooperation through NATO was prioritised, documents also 

stress the importance of maintaining the ability to act through ad hoc coalitions (UK Ministry 

of Defence, 2003:5). The transatlantic partnership with the US was repeatedly highlighted as 

indispensable, providing both military capability and political credibility. EU defence 

cooperation was supported but consistently framed as complementary to NATO rather than as 

an autonomous security framework (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003; 2010).    

 

During the 2010s, British strategies increasingly emphasised a comprehensive approach to 

security, integrating different instruments. This approach was linked to the objective of 

addressing threats at their source and sustaining international stability (UK Government, 

2010:9). Military force, including nuclear deterrence, remained an accepted and necessary 
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component of this toolkit, notably in the context of deterrence and alliance commitments (UK 

Government, 2015:34).   

 

Following Brexit, the UK’s preferred methods remain essentially unchanged. NATO is 

reaffirmed as the foundation of collective security in the Euro-Atlantic area. The US 

continues to be identified as the UK’s most important ally (UK Government, 2021:26). At the 

same time, British documents advocate a more active NATO role beyond Europe, including 

greater attention to the Indo-Pacific, reflecting the UK’s continued emphasis on global 

engagement alongside alliance cohesion (UK Government, 2021).  

  

5.4.3 The United Kingdom and sub-Belief III  

UK defence documents consistently prioritise expeditionary capability, global engagement, 

and the ability to project military power as central tasks for the armed forces. In the early 

2000s, defence policy explicitly links military capability to broader foreign and security 

policy objectives, stating that defence is “an essential part of achieving the Government’s 

wider Foreign and Security Policy objectives” (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003:2). The armed 

forces are expected to operate across the full spectrum of operations, “from warfighting 

through to peace support operations,” reflecting experience in the Balkans, Afghanistan, and 

Iraq (UK Ministry of Defence, 2003:2).  

 

This prioritisation remains stable throughout the 2010s. The 2010 strategy identifies two 

overarching objectives: ensuring a secure and resilient UK and contributing to international 

stability by addressing risks overseas before they affect British interests (UK Government, 

2010:9). Defence documents continue to emphasise global deplorability and expeditionary 

capacity, presenting external engagement as a core task of the armed forces rather than a 

secondary function (UK Government, 2015).   

 

In the 2020s, UK defence policy places greater emphasis on national resilience and homeland 

defence, but without displacing the global orientation of military tasks. The 2021 strategy 

defines the use of the armed forces as centred on “persistent engagement overseas” to disrupt 

and deter threats, alongside contributions to collective defence within NATO (UK 

Government, 2021:75). British forces support NATO’s deterrence posture in Eastern Europe 

while maintaining a strong commitment to global engagement, with a specific focus on the 

Indo-Pacific (UK Government, 2021:22).  
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5.5 Summary and Comparison  
NATO’s post-Cold War Strategic Concepts reveal a strategic culture characterised by 

continuity and reprioritisation rather than abrupt transformation. Between 1991 and 2010, the 

Alliance increasingly emphasised cooperative security, crisis management, and political 

engagement, gradually reframing Russia from a residual risk into a strategic partner. During 

this period, state-based threat perception was downplayed in favour of transnational risks, and 

NATO’s core purpose was articulated through a wider understanding of security.   

 

At the same time, deterrence was never removed from NATO’s strategic culture. Throughout 

the cooperative phase, nuclear and conventional capabilities were retained, indicating that 

deterrence remained an underlying belief even when not foregrounded.    

 

Change across the Strategic Concepts is therefore best understood as a re-weighting rather 

than a replacement. Cooperative security shifted from a central organising principle in 2010 

to a conditional instrument in 2022, while deterrence moved from a background assumption 

to the dominant organising logic. The 2022 Concepts reflect a clear reprioritisation of 

collective defence and state-centric deterrence, driven by the interpretation of Russia as 

NATO’s most significant and direct threat.   

 

This evolution demonstrates that NATO’s posture toward Russia cannot be explained solely 

by external events. Instead, it reflects a dynamic culture in which shared beliefs about threat, 

legitimacy and appropriate action are continuously reinterpreted through the Alliance’s 

Strategic Concepts. This reorientation reflects not simply a response to external events, but a 

reassertion of latent strategic-cultural hierarchy in which territorial defence regains primacy 

as cooperative narratives lose credibility. The analytical value of strategic culture in this case 

lies in its capacity to provide context behind both stability and change without assuming 

either inertia or rupture.   

 

Within NATO, Poland, France, and the UK represent three analytically distinct strategic 

poles, defined by differing interpretations of Russia, preferred security practices, and 

prioritisation of core tasks. These variations illustrate that NATO’s evolving posture has 

emerged through internal diversity rather than through a single, unified strategic logic.    
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Poland constitutes the eastern deterrence-oriented pole. Across the analysed period, Russia 

remains the central organising threat, shaping threat interpretation well before NATO’s 2022 

reorientation. Poland consistently prioritises collective defence, deterrence, and territorial 

readiness, and cooperation or dialogue with Russia is subordinated to NATO-led frameworks 

and alliance cohesion. Poland’s strategic culture, therefore, aligns most closely with NATO’s 

post-2022 emphasis on defence and deterrence, while diverging from the Alliance's earlier 

cooperative posture.    

 

France occupies an intermediate position. Russian behaviour is identified relatively early as 

destabilising, but primarily in systemic and European-order terms rather than as an immediate 

territorial threat. French strategies combine deterrence and alliance cohesion with crisis 

management, dialogue, and a sustained emphasis on European strategic autonomy. The core 

task of the military remains broad, encompassing territorial defence, nuclear deterrence, and 

global intervention capacity. France thus supports NATO’s post-2022 deterrence posture 

while continuing to temper it through a broader European and stabilisation-oriented 

perspective.   

 

The UK represents a globally oriented Atlanticist pole. While Russia is increasingly framed 

as a serious threat, it is consistently embedded within a wider narrative of global and systemic 

competition alongside China and transnational risks. British strategies prioritise transatlantic 

cohesion, expeditionary capability, and flexible multilateralism, with NATO serving as the 

primary platform for global engagement rather than a territorially bounded defence 

organisation. Consequently, the UK aligns most closely with NATO’s pre-2022 strategic 

culture and diverges from the Alliance’s post-2022 territorial focus.   

 

These poles demonstrate that NATO’s posture toward Russia has evolved through shifting 

internal power dynamics rather than through linear adaptation. Between 1991 and 2010, 

NATO’s strategic culture aligned most closely with Atlanticist and Western European 

assumptions, particularly those of the UK and, to a lesser extent, France. Poland’s 

deterrence-centric logic remained present but marginal. The 2022 Strategic Concept 

represents a decisive rebalancing, as NATO’s threat interpretation and core military task 

converge toward Poland’s long-standing emphasis on deterrence and collective defence.    
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This convergence does not eliminate internal diversity. France continues to affect NATO’s 

posture through its emphasis on European responsibility and strategic stability, while the UK 

reinforces the Alliance’s global and transatlantic orientation. NATO’s posture toward Russia 

can therefore be understood as a negotiated and dynamic configuration, in which different 

subcultures gain prominence over time without entirely displacing alternative interpretations.   
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6. Discussion and Conclusion  
This chapter synthesises the analysis to demonstrate that NATO’s posture toward Russia 

emerges from strategic culture and internal contestation among member states, rather than 

from linear adaptation to external threats alone.   

 

The study adopts a strategic culture framework to analyse NATO’s posture by examining how 

assumptions about threats, core tasks, and legitimate security practices are expressed in 

NATO Strategic Concepts and selected national security documents. Strategic culture thus 

provides the analytical context for understanding how NATO’s posture toward Russia 

evolves.   

 

The analysis shows that NATO’s understanding of Russia has evolved from a residual risk to 

a strategic partner and ultimately to a primary threat. While the designation of Russia as 

NATO’s principal threat in the 2022 Strategic Concept may appear abrupt, the findings show 

that it represents the culmination of longer-term changes in how the Alliance defines security 

and its own strategic purpose. NATO’s expanding focus on crisis management, cooperative 

security, and global engagement reduces Russia’s centrality in its threat hierarchy, as other 

threats gain priority. The reorientation in 2022 signals a narrowing of NATO’s strategic focus 

and a renewed emphasis on territorial defence and deterrence. This shift should be understood 

as a rebalancing of strategic priorities rather than a complete break with earlier assumptions. 

While external factors undoubtedly mattered, the persistence of divergent threat 

interpretations prior to 2022 suggests that NATO’s reorientation cannot be reduced to external 

shocks alone.   

 

Thus, the findings further demonstrate that strategic culture plays a central part in shaping 

NATO’s posture toward Russia by structuring how security is understood, prioritised, and 

legitimised. NATO’s strategic culture evolved through a process of re-weighting, in which 

previously marginal threat-centric interpretations moved closer to the centre of Alliance 

discourse while cooperative narratives lost salience without disappearing entirely. When 

Russia is not defined as a central threat, NATO’s strategic culture enables a wider 

understanding of security, legitimising crisis management and cooperative security as 

primary instruments. When Russia is redefined as a direct threat, these assumptions are 

reweighted, narrowing the strategic focus toward territorial defence and restoring military 
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force as a central tool. During the 1990s and 2000s, threat-centred Eastern European 

interpretations functioned as a peripheral subculture within NATO’s strategic culture; by 

2022, these interpretations had moved toward the organising centre of Alliance doctrine. This 

reorientation indicates not just a response to external events, but a reassertion of 

strategic-cultural hierarchy in which territorial defence regains primacy once cooperative 

narratives lose credibility. Importantly, this transformation reflects a reordering of priorities 

within an existing cultural framework. The analytical value of strategic culture lies precisely 

in its ability to explain both stability and change without assuming either inertia or abrupt 

rupture.   

 

Finally, the findings show that NATO’s posture toward Russia is best understood as the 

outcome of ongoing internal contestation among multiple strategic subcultures rather than the 

expression of a single, coherent culture. The analysis shows that NATO’s strategic 

reorientation emerged from internal processes of interpretation, in which competing 

subcultures shaped how Russian actions were understood and prioritised. This challenges 

accounts that treat NATO’s post-Cold War trajectory as either norm-driven continuity or 

delayed balancing and instead highlights the Alliance as a site of ongoing strategic 

contestation.   

 

Threat-centred interpretations of Russia existed within the Alliance long before they became 

dominant at the NATO level. Russia’s military actions served as a catalyst, altering the 

internal balance of influence and enabling these interpretations to move from the margins to 

the centre of NATO’s strategic posture. For example, where NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept 

downplays state-based threats, Polish strategy documents already articulate a logic of 

territorial vulnerability, indicating an early divergence that later becomes accepted at the 

Alliance level. Thus, during the 2000s and 2010s, Polish threat perceptions functioned as a 

peripheral subculture, whereas by 202,2 they had moved closer to the organising centre of 

NATO’s strategic culture. NATO’s continued ability to sustain elements of cooperative 

security alongside renewed deterrence reflects the Alliance’s persistence in cultural plurality. 

By conceptualising NATO’s posture as the outcome of internal cultural competition rather 

than unitary consensus, this study challenges portrayals of the Alliance as purely reactive or 

strategically incoherent.  
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6.1 Closing Remarks  
This thesis has argued that NATO’s evolving posture toward Russia is to be understood 

through the lens of strategic culture, which provides insight into how security is interpreted, 

prioritised, and legitimised from within. By tracing shifts in threat perception, core tasks, and 

accepted methods of action across successive Strategic Concepts, the study shows that 

NATO’s strategic posture cannot be reduced to a material assessment of power or threat. 

Instead, strategic culture provides an understanding of why particular responses appeared 

appropriate or necessary at specific moments, and how NATO’s understanding of Russia was 

shaped by shared but contested assumptions about security.  

 

However, strategic culture should not be treated as a fixed or deterministic explanation, but as 

a contextual framework within which strategic choices are made. As demonstrated, NATO’s 

strategic culture is neither static nor monolithic; it evolves through internal contestation and 

interaction with a changing security environment, allowing it to account for both continuity 

and change without assuming inevitability or rupture.    

 

Recognising the interpretive nature of this framework also requires acknowledging its 

limitations. NATO’s posture is shaped not only by shared beliefs and norms but also by 

asymmetries of power and influence within the Alliance. The US occupies a district position 

that affects NATO’s strategic orientation, and institutional bargaining and alliance politics 

may shape outcomes in ways that strategic culture alone cannot fully capture.   

 

Furthermore, the direction of influence between national strategic culture and NATO’s 

collective culture remains complex. While this research suggests that national subcultures 

shape NATO’s strategic posture, NATO may also exert reciprocal influence on national 

strategic thinking over time, with Strategic Concepts functioning not only as a reflection of 

member-state beliefs but as a mechanism of normative consolidation. This dynamic lies 

beyond the scope of the study and constitutes an important limitation.    

 

Finally, the limited number of cases restricts the generalisability of the findings. Although the 

chosen states represent distinct and influential strategic poles, they do not capture the full 

range of cultures within NATO. Other members may contribute differently to NATO’s 

strategic culture and its posture toward Russia. Expanding the number of cases or conducting 
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regionally comparative analyses would provide a more comprehensive picture of strategic 

cultural plurality within the Alliance.    

 

Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates that strategic culture is most useful when employed as a 

lens for understanding how strategic meaning is constructed and contested, rather than as a 

predictive or deterministic theory. By situating NATO’s posture toward Russia within a 

broader cultural context, the study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of alliance 

behaviour. Recognising the contingent and contextual nature of strategic culture not only 

strengthens its analytical value but also guards against oversimplified interpretations of 

NATO’s past and future strategic choices.   

 

Future research could build on this study in several ways. Incorporating the United States 

would allow for a more comprehensive assessment of how power asymmetries interact with 

strategic culture within NATO, while comparative research across alliances could test the 

wider applicability of strategic culture as a framework for understanding collective security 

organisations beyond NATO.  
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