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Overlap or Opposition? EU and NATO’s
Strategic (Sub-)Culture

BENJAMIN ZYLA

With the Cold War’s end, the debate on the future of Europe’s security policy has

largely centred on three issues: 1) strengthening the European Union’s security and

defence policy; 2) generating more military capabilities; and 3) facilitating intra-

institutional cooperation between the security institutions in Europe.1 Here, we will

focus on the third dimension and examine more closely the inter-institutional

relationship between the two leading security organizations in Europe, namely the

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU).

The history of NATO–EU relations is complex and deeply embedded in the two

security actors’ role-finding process in the aftermath of the end of the Cold War. More

precisely, at the heart of that quest for organizational identity is NATO’s search for a

security role for its European members. While the European Union member states

were an integral part of American grand strategy during the Cold War, they acquired

an increasingly autonomous standing and role in European security in the post-Cold

War era. Beginning with the Maastricht Treaty the European Union began to think

about not only its place and role in the world but also the appropriate means by

which to carry out such roles (such as the Petersberg Tasks).

Much ink has already been spilled tracing the evolution of the relationship

between the two organizations.2 In the 1990s, it was particularly cultivated by the

George H. Bush administration, which requested that Europe share a greater slice

of the Atlantic burden3 and increase its contribution to regional security in Europe

by way of creating a European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI).4 This arrange-

ment under ESDI took place inside NATO and essentially allowed European forces to

borrow American military assets to conduct crisis management missions in Europe’s

immediate neighborhood. In turn, US forces in Europe benefited from this arrange-

ment by being freed from some of their non-Article 5 responsibilities.

The ESDI principle was formally agreed upon at the NATO Council in Berlin in

1996, and became known as the ‘Berlin-Plus’ agreement. Negotiations on the com-

plicated and contested details of the agreement lasted until December 2002 where

an institutionalized and strategic partnership between the two organizations was fina-

lized.5 In light of the crisis in the Balkans and the explicit American discontent about

Europe’s weakening military capabilities, the St Malo Summit in 1999 set in motion

the creation of an autonomous EU security and defence policy (ESDP) outside of

NATO.6 While the summit established the European Union as an independent

global actor, it immediately raised conceptual and practical questions about future

relations between the EU and NATO. At the kernel of the dispute rests the involve-

ment of non-EU NATO members (such as Turkey and Norway) in intra-European
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security affairs, as the Berlin-Plus arrangement offered no venue for those states to be

fully involved in such. It also left the ‘right of first refusal’ principle of NATO largely

unspecified.

To be sure, this historical account is not new at all.7 Moreover, the body of litera-

ture is mostly descriptive rather than analytical, and only recently have researchers

begun to explore the relationship between the two organizations by bringing the

issue into the realm of the discipline of international relations.8

Against this backdrop, it is therefore hardly sensible, and possibly even redun-

dant, to write another piece that traces the complex and interwoven relationship

between the two organizations. Rather than studying their material overlaps I take

a different approach to studying strategic cultures and examine the ideational struc-

tures that affect the institutions’ social behaviour, as well as their behaviour toward

each other. Inspired by the concept of a strategic culture9 I conceptualize strategic

cultures as elite expressions of strategic beliefs, values, and norms. The objective

of this research article then is twofold: first, to tease out how structures of meaning

in the form of norms, values, and beliefs have affected the behaviour of those two

organizations toward each other; and second, to introduce a new exploratory argu-

ment of a subcultural relationship of the two organizations that can help explain

their attitudinal divergences.

In order to make my argument, I will unpack the prevalent strategic cultures of the

European Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization into their normative,

ideational, and behavioural components. In so doing, I will cluster them according

to 1. the meanings they assign to future challenges and threats; 2. the behavioural

prepositions of how to respond to those threats; and 3. the preferred modes of

international cooperation.

I provide two arguments. First, there is a significant normative overlap between

the two institutions, especially with regard to future challenges and threats, as well

as the role of third parties and international organizations. Yet there exists an elemen-

tary difference in terms of the values the institutions attach to the use of force, the

sanctioned range and type of missions, and the resources justified to carry them out.

Because of the limitations regarding the scope and length of this study, the empirical

section can only provide a snapshot of potentially larger ideational forces at play.

Second, by building on of Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s works on political

culture, I argue that the best way to map out the social world and to make sense of

the ideational divergences of the two organizations is to conceptualize NATO’s stra-

tegic culture as a subculture of the European Union. That is to say that NATO’s stra-

tegic culture in the 1990s has become a subcultural trait of shared and distinctive sets

of values, norms, and beliefs that are different from those held at the EU level.10 This

section of the paper should be understood as a bold exploratory attempt to better

conceptualize the attitudinal divergence of the two organizations under the cultural

framework.

The article starts by briefly outlining the methodology used for the empirical part.

What follows is a historical review of the concept of strategic culture. This will help

us to appreciate the salience of the concept as well as the contribution that this article

makes to the literature. In the third section, I define the concept of norms before
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explaining the nexus between a strategic culture and a security strategy/strategic

document. The empirical part concentrates on an examination of the three normative

clusters as mentioned above. The fourth section explores ways of conceptually

explaining the attitudinal divergence of the two organizations by introducing the

concept of subcultures to the study of EU–NATO relations. This section should be

understood as an exploratory undertaking to explain the institutional overlap.

Methodology

Before we compare the European Union’s and NATO’s strategic culture across their nor-

mative and behavioural values, it is important to elucidate the methodologies employed

in this study. To reiterate, the objective of this study is to tease out how structures of

meaning in the form of norms, values, and beliefs affected those two organizations’ be-

haviour towards each other between 2003 and 2010.11 The principal challenge thus lies in

how to delineate those organizations’ strategic cultures and measure their non-material

variables without running a tautological argument. Such tautology occurs if one com-

pounds inferences from behaviour into the analysis, which amalgamates the dependent

and the independent variable.12 This is precisely why the empirical analysis concentrates

on primary rather than secondary sources, as the latter mostly describe certain behaviours

of the two organizations. Put differently, in order to avoid such inference I study norma-

tive, ideational, and behavioural components of security cultures rather than the behav-

iour of those organizations. As noted, these attitudinal structures are expressed by the

political elite in the form of strategic documents like a security strategy (in the case of

the EU)13 or the strategic concept (in the case of NATO). Put simply, we will

examine written rhetoric expressed in strategic documents.14

Studying elite expressions of values, norms, and beliefs of national security has a

number of advantages. To start with, elite political cultures are easier to describe and

measure15 than, for example, public opinion polls, which are usually too elaborative

to reveal specific underlying cultural mindsets on security issues. Second, attitudinal

structures held by elite policy makers are assumed to possess sophisticated political

belief systems that are more coherent than those of ordinary individuals.16 Third,

those elites hold primary responsibility for formulating the security policies of the

organizations in question, and thus show a great deal of influence in key decisions

on values, beliefs, and norms of international security.

I rely on the interpretive variant of the content analysis method17 to gain access to

the attitudinal structures of those organizations’ strategic cultures while being fully

aware that such a narrow analysis can only provide a snapshot picture in a specific

given time and of a potentially much larger trend.18 Hence, there is no claim for com-

prehensiveness in this study; nor is the claim made that the two organizations’ cul-

tures have developed over time. I am particularly interested in three clusters (or

categories) of normative attitudes: 1. the nature and interpretation of threats,

2. accepted ways and methods to address these threats, and 3. values attached to inter-

national organizations.19 The first examines the extent and degree to which threats

endanger social agents, as well as the ways in which they are interpreted and used

to justify security behaviour. The second category of normative attitudes focuses
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on accepted social practices regarding how to address these threats, including the

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

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

it be used? The final category examines the values that both the EU and NATO

attach to international cooperation and international law, and how such practices, if

at all, should be conditioned by international rules and norms.

It should, however, be noted that there is an imbalance in comparing the EU and

NATO’s security strategy. One major difference, of course, is their size and thus the

scope and extent of detailing they provide. The NATO document is much more exten-

sive and elaborative than its European counterpart. A second difference is that both

strategies can only be seen as the lowest common denominator of the national secur-

ity values and beliefs held by the member states.20 For example, most of the EU

member states as well as Canada and the United States maintain a national security

strategy – and thus a national strategic culture – that should be noted as an addition to

the EU strategy.

Concepts

The Strategic Culture Concept

Reviewing the history as well as the ontological underpinnings of the strategic culture

concept helps us to appreciate the origins and theoretical refinements of this approach

over time. The literature, broadly speaking, clusters the scholarship on strategic cul-

tures into four ‘generations’.21 Haglund, Norheim-Martinsen, and Rynning superbly

discussed the first three in the theoretical section earlier in this volume; thus there is

no need for me to repeat the historical evolution of the concept here, nor to trace the

evolution of the literature in each of the three generations. Rather, I simply state that

this paper builds on the fourth generation’s scholarship of sociological studies of stra-

tegic cultures. Specifically, it provides a comparative analysis of strategic cultures

and attempts to tease out hidden cultural logics.22

This scholarship began to emerge in the early 1990s and questioned the ontologi-

cal assumptions of the earlier generations. Inspired by the evolving constructivist

school of international relations, scholars began to theorize about identity formations

and norms that were shaped by the interplay of history, tradition, and culture. A stra-

tegic culture was conceived as an independent or intervening variable that affects the

security behaviour of social agents.23 It is conceived as a metaconcept that goes

beyond representing a singular process of cause and effect, reflects a national identity

(‘who we are’) and normatively informs ‘what it is that we do’ or ‘should do’.24

Above all, constructivists held that national identities and interests were not a

by-product of the international system; they are socially constructed and shaped by

practices of interaction among social actors.

Following this line of thinking implies two things: first, societies rather than

external structures shape and define the identities, interests, and capacities of social

agents. Second, societies contain normative elements that require interpretation

and understanding.25 Social actors reproduce norms and structure by reflexively
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basing their actions on their acquired knowledge, habits, and routines.26 Transmitted

to the domain of security studies, strategic culture approaches charge that individual

state interests are constructed in the ‘patterns of perceptions about a country’s role in

international politics as well as in the use of military force towards achieving political

ends’.27 It is precisely in this sense that strategic cultures are able to provide an

insight into the ‘reasons’ behind international agents’ actions.28 In short, constructi-

vism has enabled scholars to examine more closely the cultural and social contexts in

which international actors operate.

Norms

Definitions of strategic cultures, as David Haglund’s essay in this volume reminds us,

are diffuse and inconsistently used in the literature. One way of operationalizing

them, however, is to unpack the expression of a strategic culture into normative, idea-

tional, and behavioural components. Put differently, this is to say that normative

structures are part of a state’s strategic culture. This in turn implies that their analysis

can provide meanings of the two organizations’ social reality. Norms are defined as

‘intersubjective beliefs about the social and natural world that define actors, their situ-

ations, and the possibilities of action’.29 They are social facts that set standards of

appropriate behaviour, express the agents’ identities, and in this sense have a pre-

scriptive element regarding how things ought to be in the world.30 Norms also help

social agents to situate themselves in relation to other social actors, and to interpret

these actors’ interests and actions.31

Cultural studies have shown that in contrast to material conditions, norms are the

least volatile components of a political and thus strategic culture.32 They are deeply

ingrained, identity-derived collective expectations of what is appropriate behaviour

for social agents.33 This, in turn, implies two things: first, a strategic culture is

unique to each organization; second, because of their complex and interrelated inte-

gral components, they could not be replicated elsewhere. Also, as John Duffield has

found, they are resistant towards change precisely because they are widely shared

among societal groups, whereas competitive proposals still have to convince a critical

societal mass.34 The second reason why strategic cultures are difficult to change is

because it is generally difficult to establish the falsity of a claim, norm, or value.

Only dramatic historical events or traumatic national experiences can function as a

catalyst for changing strategic cultures.35 However, even in those exceptional circum-

stances, states are most likely to rely on a pre-existing Weltanschauung (national

world views) as guidance for their security behaviour(s).

The Nexus Between a Strategic Document and a Strategic Culture

John Duffield has found that institutional sources of normative predispositions of

security are ‘likely to reside in the central government organs charged with the for-

mulation and execution of policy’.36 Political elites, he argues, are the primary

holders of such normative structures, and embody a ‘negotiated reality’ of societal

predispositions. In that sense, political elites function as the gatekeepers of societal

norms, beliefs and values regarding national security issues. They aggregate and

then replicate them back into society.
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Political scientists defined elites as those ‘who in any society rank toward the top of

the (presumably closely intercorrelated) dimensions of interest, involvement, and influ-

ence in politics’.37 While being the ‘spokespersons’ of individual members of society,

they function as an aggregate panel that accumulates diverse sets of norms, beliefs, and

values of civil society on issues related to national security. Those elites hold the exper-

tise to aggregate those norms and then ‘process’ and ‘translate’ them for society by

means of a publicly accessible language. In so doing, elites ‘homogenize’ norms that

are vaguely expressed and shared by members of society, and make them available

and understandable. This process of norm aggregation and expression is completed

by engaging in political discourses such as writing policy documents like white

papers, policy memos, or security strategies. In turn, because a national security strat-

egy is rooted in the beliefs, attitudes, and value systems of society as well as in societal

interpretations of social reality38 the European Union’s Security Strategy (ESS) and

NATO’s new strategic document can both be conceptualized as outcomes of the bar-

gaining and negotiation processes of nationally held strategic beliefs, values, norms

and ideas of security.39 Specifically, those two documents outline elite normative pre-

dispositions about the values and meanings assigned to security threats and scenarios,

including broadly cast justifications for government action and practices. As Neumann

and Henrikki remind us, security documents converse about fundamental philosophical

questions of the meanings of life and the relationships between the self and others.40 It

is in this sense that strategic documents contain information about the processes by

which social actors learn from their peers. They also show a relational component to

other social actors as well as a dynamic interplay between discourse and practice

defined as socially recognized forms of activity and learning.41 Martha Finnemore

and Kathryn Sikking remind us that ‘[w]e only know what is appropriate by reference

to the judgments of a community or society.’42

To be sure, strategic guidance papers like the European Security Strategy or the

NATO strategic document are elite political documents that aim to provide normative

and evaluative signposts for social actors on a range of issues, including transnational

risks and threats, strategies, and concepts. They prescribe behavioural attitudes and

activities, and often are designed to either create or maintain political unity among

its constituent parts. This is particularly true for the EU and NATO. Strategic docu-

ments thus serve three functions: 1. they express an elite consensus held by the

respective member states on issues of security and defence; 2. they provide a basis

for planning and guiding military and non-military activities in international politics;

and finally, 3. because they determine relations to other social actors, they can be per-

ceived as an instrument of public policy.

Empirical Evidence

Using Alexander Wendt’s definition of norms from above, this section discusses and

compares the intersubjective beliefs that the European Union and NATO hold about

the social and natural world in terms of anticipated threats and challenges, mandates,

and roles of third parties and international organizations.
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Interpretation and Meanings of Future Challenges and Threats

In the European Security Strategy, terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass

destruction (WMD) are listed as ‘potentially the greatest threat to our security’43.

Other threats are believed to stem from regional conflicts, such as those in the

Middle East, Bosnia, the Caucasus, and the Mediterranean;44 failed and failing

states (such as Somalia and Afghanistan);45 and organized crime in the form of

cross-border trafficking of drugs, women, illegal migrants and weapons, or more

recently piracy.46 This laundry list of threats was augmented in the 2008 document

by soft security issues like energy security, cyber security, and climate change.

Such an extensive list of potential threats provides a strong indication that the new

security environment is believed to be populated by military and non-military threats.

It is important to note, however, that the European Security Strategy identified

terrorism as a strategic threat.47 It is recognized as a complex phenomenon that is

ingrained in European societies and has multiple causes: ‘. . . These include the press-

ures of modernization, cultural, social and political crisis, and the alienation of young

people living in foreign societies.’48 Thus, it is hardly surprising that the ESS deduces

global rather than regional solutions from this perception.

Unlike its predecessors in 1999 and 1991, NATO’s 2010 strategic document does

not envision future ‘threat scenarios’ or grand threats that the alliance should prepare

for. Rather, like the European Security Strategy it lists a broad range of military and

non-military threats. The first is conventional force. A number of non-EU countries,

for example, are in the process of updating their conventional force capabilities by

proliferating ballistic missiles.49 Second, threats to Euro-Atlantic security continue

to result from the proliferation of nuclear weapons and their technology, as well as

other weapons of mass destruction.50 Third, terrorism and extremist groups are con-

sidered a threat to the security of the alliance. Fourth, regional instabilities and con-

flicts that are the result of radical extremism, terrorism, or illegal activities like drug

trafficking and human smuggling are believed to endanger the security of the alliance.

Those sources of conflict often have a transnational character and thus can easily

spread beyond national boundaries and into one of the member states. Fifth – and

this may come as a surprise to some NATO observers – allies perceive cyber

attacks51 as a threat that could inflict significant damage on, for example, NATO’s

collective infrastructure.52 Explicit listing of this non-military threat is not only a

novelty in the history of the alliance; it also reveals the high normative meanings

that NATO assigns to non-military threats. Other non-military threats could result

from damage to transit ways or communication installations, as well as environ-

mental pollution, climate change, and water scarcity.53 In sum, NATO’s list of

threats shows a lack of specificity and thus can be interpreted as a catalogue of

global risks rather than genuine security threats.

Behavioural Norms in Response to Threats

The European Security Strategy explicitly expresses a normative aspiration to make

the world a better place. This implies an activist interpretation of security.54 By recal-

ling the norm of fostering pan-European integration, the ESS lays strong meanings on
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Europe as a region and vows to export its success by creating prosperity and peace for

the immediate European neighbourhood.55 This approach has become known as the

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which has created a strong normative frame-

work that guides relations with other social agents.56 While stability in the rest of the

world is important, stability at home in Europe is pivotal and perceived as a precon-

dition for the EU’s role as a global actor. It is thus hardly surprising that the ESS does

not spend much time discussing how to best project its military capabilities.57 Above

all, the project of European Union integration was inspired by the application of soft

rather than hard power. Thus, the EU’s behavioural benchmark is the peaceful inte-

gration of Europe and the values that have accompanied this process.58

The European codes of conduct sanction the use of force, making it permissible

only in an act of self-defence.59 Pre-emptive or preventative military behaviours that

are carried out without the explicit endorsement of the UN Security Council are con-

sidered illegitimate and prohibited at all times. The use of force is justified in excep-

tional circumstances only, as the very last resort of European statecraft after all

sources of diplomacy and negotiation have been exhausted.60 Behind these normative

principles is a strong aversion to using military force as a means to achieve political

objectives.61 Instead, the EU sees itself as a nation-builder that helps to restore gov-

ernments and foster democracies in places like the Balkans, Afghanistan, or the

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).62 Those normative predispositions are suc-

cinctly constituted by the so-called Petersberg Tasks that inadvertently made the

European Union an active global actor in the domains of peacekeeping, peacemaking,

and providing humanitarian assistance. In other words, it is precisely these Petersberg

principles that provide constitutive norms of accepted behaviour and limit the scope

and extent of the EU’s role as a global actor.63

At the same time, the European Security Strategy acknowledges that the new

security environment after 11 September, as well as increasing degrees of globaliza-

tion, have transformed the ways in which states and organizations respond to threats.

The first line of European defence lies no longer at home, but abroad.64 Such strategic

belief highlights the value attached to forward security engagements – that is, addres-

sing threats and risks away from the home territory and before they become a liability

at home. Moreover, by positing that ‘none of the new threats is purely military’ indi-

cates that conflict prevention – that is, preventative rather than reactive engagement

– is considered more effective than coercive force in addressing those threats. Trans-

national conflicts should be addressed by using a range of tools and instruments such

as sanctions, export controls or asset freezing, as well as political and economic

engagements. Crisis management also requires resources in policing, the rule of

law, strengthening civilian administration, negotiation and consultation65 and foreign

aid.66 This implies that the EU considers peace-building and poverty reduction essential

approaches to global crisis management. Those behavioural values and beliefs reveal

a strong indication that the EU’s security elite champions a comprehensive definition

of security67 that is aimed at long-term engagements and lasting stabilization.

Spreading European values of peace, order, and good governance as well as

respect for human and humanitarian rights and solidarity are considered complemen-

tary normative elements of the EU’s global engagement: ‘Spreading good
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governance, supporting social and political reform, dealing with corruption and abuse

of power, establishing the rule of law and protecting human rights are the best means

of strengthening the international order.’68 Norm violators or states that categorically

reject those norms should be partially engaged in international forums rather than

being marginalized.

NATO’s new strategic document, on the other hand, starts off by mapping out the

alliance’s particularistic role in ‘ensuring our common defence and security’ and

ensuring that ‘the Alliance remains an unparalleled community of freedom, peace,

security and shared values’.69 This gives meaning to the very specific and selective

role in the defence of its members’ territory and populations that NATO acquired

through Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. It implies that unlike the European

Union, NATO perceives itself as a regionally confined military alliance with a

primary reason d’état of ensuring the physical safety of its member states.70 In

addition, NATO envisions its playing an active role in four ways:71 1. to provide col-

lective defence by means of defence and deterrence; 2. to be active in crisis manage-

ment by using its vast array of military and civilian means that can be applied before,

during, and after conflicts;72 3. to enhance its own security through cooperative secur-

ity partnerships with other international organizations, regimes and countries; and

4. to engage in crisis and conflict management by employing a mix of political, civi-

lian, and military means.73 Nonetheless, provision of defence and deterrence are con-

sidered the two most pivotal behavioural norms in response to the most imminent

threats. The acceptable means by which these mandates are carried out include a

mix of highly mobile and robust conventional and nuclear force capabilities.

The Role and Significance of Third Parties and Other International Organizations

In light of the threat perceptions and values attached to security, the ESS assigns a

pivotal value to the United Nations’ role in managing international peace and secur-

ity, as well as fostering multilateralism. Indeed, the United Nations stands at the ‘apex

of the international system’, and the European Union has made it a priority to seek a

mandate from the Security Council for its actions abroad.74 International alliances

(such as NATO) and strategic partnerships with countries like Canada, China,

India, and Japan or regional organizations like ASEAN, SAARS, and the African

Union are also assigned vital importance in the EU’s role as a global actor. To be

sure, the EU’s attitudinal structures towards international institutions go beyond

and above the security domain and reference, for example, the World Trade Organ-

ization (WTO) or the International Monetary Fund (IMF). They reveal a strategic

thinking in terms of interlocking institutions, which refers to conditions whereby

international institutions experience a functional overlap in a rather narrowly

defined situational context. Such overlap is evaluated positively as it reinforces a

complex set of strategic objectives that cannot be mastered by one organization

alone.75

Against this backdrop, it is hardly surprising that the European Union stresses the

value of acting in concert with others as its foremost normative foreign policy prin-

ciple. Above all, it is believed to be the vehicle that ensures Europe’s security and

prosperity.76 Thus multilateralism has become a concept with a strong normative
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connotation in the European Union discourse. It reveals attitudinal structures that see

international organizations as independent social actors in international politics that

help to: 1. manage global threats and pockets of insecurity; 2. promote security in the

EU’s neighbourhood; and 3. create an internationally based order of effective multi-

lateralism and cooperation among states that are guided by sources of international

law. Put differently, the EU seeks to create a multilateral system of global governance

that is based on a rules-based international order and the aspiration to develop a

‘stronger international society’.77

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization perceives itself as a unique community of

states that stands for values like freedom, liberty, human rights, and the rule of law.

The new strategic document stresses that the alliance is committed to upholding and

abiding by the principles laid out in the UN Charter, and accepts the Security Council

as the primary institution that upholds international peace and security.78 This means

that the normative spaces provided for the United Nations in both the European Union

and NATO’s strategic document are nearly identical. Also, both organizations see

themselves as holding a global mandate. For its part, NATO pledges to work closely

with the UN and perceives its role as subordinate to the UN. It also seeks to expand its

network of multilateral contacts79 by partnering with other international organizations

and states like Russia and Australia, believing that this helps NATO to defend and

spread its liberal democratic values as well as promoting cooperation, dialogue and

mutual respect. The list of potential cooperation partners is non-exhaustive, implying

that all states and institutions could potentially be collaborators and partners.

However, the partnership with the European Union is assigned particular impor-

tance. The strategic concept notes that ‘. . . the EU is a unique and essential partner for

NATO’.80 Cooperation with the European Union is said to foster security in Europe

and around the world, although it is recognized that dialogue between the two insti-

tutions is in need of improvement to reduce rivalries and redundancies among their

members.81 This statement, however, is somewhat contradictory to NATO’s explicit

endorsement of a stronger European security and defence policy under the Lisbon

Treaty, because it creates a Union that increasingly competes with NATO in the

areas of foreign, security, and defence policy. Thus it is difficult to be convinced

that NATO’s new strategic concept values a strategic partnership between the two

organizations that is based on the principles of complementary and mutual reinfor-

cing roles. More convincing seems the argument that NATO and the European

Union stand in competition with one another for resources, influence, and roles abroad.

It thus appears that NATO’s perception of itself as an autonomous security institution

in Europe is less clear than the EU’s perception of itself both globally and in relation

to NATO. In the EU’s mind, NATO is but one organization with which a strategic

partnership should be sought. Moreover, its role perceptions in global politics go

far beyond NATO’s rather limited focus on defence issues. In contrast to NATO,

the European Union clearly anticipates a comprehensive global role for itself.

Summary of Empirical Analysis

It is useful at this point to summarize the empirical findings from above. It is remark-

able to observe that both the European Union and the North Atlantic Treaty
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Organization have almost identical normative values and interpretations of future

challenges and threats and the role of third parties and international organizations.

To be sure, there are nuances in those interpretations and meanings, but they are

subtle and, in the grander picture of things and especially with regard to inferring con-

clusions about the nature of strategic cultures, of little consequence or importance.

One of those nuanced differences is, for example, that NATO continues to see con-

ventional forces as a vital threat to its security, whereas the European Union does not

even mention such a threat and thus does not assign any meaning to it. Another subtle

difference is that NATO aspires to become a ‘hub’ in international security policy that

allows other international organizations and states to functionally coordinate their

efforts with those of the alliance. The EU does not envision such a role for itself

and its list of organizations with which it wishes to cooperate is slightly more exten-

sive and diversified. To reiterate, these are subtle rather than obvious inconsistencies

of normative predispositions.

One stark difference in the attitudinal structures of the two organizations,

however, appears when comparing the two organizations’ behavioural norms in

response to future challenges and threats. Here, we speak not of nuanced but rather

of elementary normative differences, especially in terms of the values attached to

the use of force, the sanctioned type and range of missions, and the sets of resources

justified to employ them. On the EU side, the list of threats reveals a comprehensive

definition of security that allows the application of a wide range of resources by way

of combining military and civilian assets for global crisis management operations,

including foreign aid and economic assistance, as well as strengthening capabilities

in areas such as policing, the rule of law, or security sector reform. The first line

of European Union defence and security is allegedly abroad, and halting potential

conflicts before they can become a vital security threat to its member states

becomes a primary policy objective. In other words, the European Union believes

that global conflicts are pertinent and require an activist interpretation of security

as well as a whole range of government resources to address them, including econ-

omic assistance and foreign aid.82

The EU’s role as a global actor is further defined and guided by the principles laid

out in the Petersberg Tasks, which set the types of missions as well as the normative

standards by which the EU’s engagement in international security affairs is justified.

However, by holding the Petersberg tasks as normative benchmarks for its role as a

global actor, the European Union demonstrates that it increasingly operates in com-

petition with NATO.83 In addition, because of its comprehensive line-up of civilian

and military capabilities it shows that it is better equipped and resourced to address

the modern security threats. By making use of the Berlin-Plus agreement and gaining

assured access to NATO’s military assets, the European Union is now at least par-

tially able to functionally replace NATO militarily and push back NATO’s role in

areas where the EU holds expertise and a comparative advantage.84 The European

Union therefore expresses not only cooperative but also competitive traits that

directly compete with those of NATO.

NATO, on the other hand, has a much more regionally confined mandate, which is

to provide collective defence for its member states. Its first line of defence is at home,
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and thus it has a very particularistic role in international security governance. Its

raison d’état precisely results from maintaining the relevance of Article 5.85 While

the alliance aspires eventually to be able to concurrently deploy civilian and military

resources in its operations, it clearly lacks such civilian capabilities at this moment in

time.86 Only the European Union maintains comprehensive assets that could poten-

tially augment NATO’s superior military capabilities. It can be said therefore that

NATO needs a ‘Berlin-Plus in reverse’ agreement to fulfil its civilian responsibilities.

In short, NATO defines itself as a regionally confined military alliance that provides

collective defence for its member states. In contrast, the EU foresees a broader and

more active role for itself in international security affairs that goes far beyond mili-

tary engagements.

How to Interpret such Normative Overlap and Divergence?

While these empirical findings may be satisfactory to some, they nonetheless call for

further explanation and analysis. How can we explain such attitudinal overlapping of

two security organizations in Europe?87

One way to conceptually explain such attitudinal overlap and divergence is to

conceive the EU’s strategic culture as a set of sufficiently shared norms among all

European Union member states. In this sense, EU norms are the least common and

contentious denominator of the belief systems held EU-wide. Defining the EU’s stra-

tegic culture in this way leaves out all those controversial attitudes and issues in

which there is no EU-wide agreement. This is a reasonable expectation given that

21 of NATO’s 28 members are concurrent members of the EU. However, while

this may appear to be a convincing proposition at first sight, it does not explain the

variation of attitudinal structures with regard to the behavioural norms in response

to threats as discussed above.

Instead, I suggest that a more convincing, yet still preliminary and exploratory,

conceptual argument to explain this cultural overlap as well as the empirical findings

above is to cast the European Union and NATO’s strategic cultures in terms of a sub-

cultural relationship. Because of its rather limited and regionally focused scope of

providing collective security in Europe, NATO’s strategic culture can be seen as a

subculture of the EU’s strategic culture.

The concept of subculture is not novel in the social sciences and humanities. It

helps us to map the social world and to make sense of social behaviours.88 In the

most general terms, a subculture is an explanatory device that refers to a subset of

cultural traits or a group of social actors that share distinctive sets of values,

beliefs, norms, and behaviours that differ from those held by the larger society or

group.89 In this sense, members of subcultures are parts of the mainstream society

that have developed unique beliefs, norms, and values and associate with one

another more personally than with members of other groups,90 and are an analytical

and descriptive vehicle through which to explain social actions and change.

Alfred Lee is credited with the first use of the term in the field of sociology and

anthropology.91 Inspired by sociological thinking about cultures, the concept of sub-

cultures was introduced into the field of political science by Gabriel Almond and
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Sidney Verba in their seminal work on comparative political cultures.92 It is used as

an analytical framework to study patterns of political cultures and to describe persist-

ent and significant differences in political or organizational orientations. A group of

individuals in society may, for example, be oriented towards pursuing a particular set

of political objectives and outputs but remain positively oriented towards the existing

political structure.

Such conceptualization of subcultural relations holds some currency for our case

study of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and European Union. In particular,

the two organizations’ attitudinal and normative divergence of envisioned missions

and mandates could be explained by a particular set of subcultural (NATO) values

and attitudes that are part of a much broader EU strategic culture.93 More precisely,

the EU’s normative predispositions and attitudinal structures provide the broader cul-

tural and normative frame of which NATO’s strategic culture has become part. From

the empirical discussion above, it is also apparent that NATO’s strategic culture is

more particularistic and narrower than the EU’s. For example, many conflicts and

crises increasingly require the use of civilian crisis management capabilities as

well as a combination of diplomatic and economic instruments and resources. The

application of the so-called 3D concept in Afghanistan has in particular shown that

the military component of the commitment is only one of many. Afghanistan also

showed the limitations that a military alliance can encounter in a multidimensional

conflict. In strategic culture terms, narrow military strategies have demonstrated

the limitations of NATO’s engagements in Afghanistan and underlined the absence

of an overarching political strategy. NATO is particularly ill-equipped to apply the

full spectrum of civilian crisis management capabilities given the fact that it is a mili-

tary alliance.94 It does not possess nor have access to civilian resources to the extent

the European Union does. In order to make use of such capabilities, NATO has to ask

its European members to provide for such complements. Following this line of

thought makes the alliance’s strategic culture a subculture within the EU’s strategic

culture – that is, an integral yet subordinate part of the EU’s strategic culture – while

maintaining an orientation towards the dominant European Union culture. In that

sense, as Komarovsky and Sargent remind us, subcultures ‘constitute relatively cohe-

sive social systems. They are worlds within the larger world or our national culture’95,

and provide new resources of identity and difference among international institutions.

Above all, it shows that subcultures exercise agency, and were formed within the

context of a dominant culture.96

In addition, the conceptualization of NATO’s strategic culture as a subculture

provides the social causation that helps to explain a number of interrelated issues

and phenomena: we should understand those arguments as preliminary and explora-

tory rather than fully developed attempts to explain the cultural overlap of the two

institutions. To start with, the conceptualization of NATO as a subcultural entity of

a much broader political European culture is consistent with the importance assigned

to Article 5 in the new strategic concept. The principle of collective defence continues

to be of paramount importance for the alliance (as well as for the development of the

EU’s foreign policy) precisely because it provides a very focused and limited military

role for NATO that ensures the territorial integrity of its member states. This allows
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the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) to neglect this collective

defence responsibility and to concentrate on other aspects and non-military aspects

of security. Put differently, the principle of collective defence remains the core nor-

mative responsibility of NATO while, in contrast, the European Union pursues more

of a collective security role.97 Such division of labour in EU security affairs reassures

NATO’s member states that the alliance is primarily an inward-looking organization

with a regional rather than a global mandate. It also portrays NATO as a non-

threatening organization in the European Union security environment.98

Second, critics may point out that one of NATO’s most central objectives is to

provide a political forum that facilitates policy exchange and debates across the

Atlantic. While such portrayal is undoubtedly true, it does not conflict with the sub-

cultural model. Above all, it is wrong to assume that NATO represents the full embo-

diment of European Union-American relations. This relationship extends far beyond

the military domain and covers issues in domains such as energy, business, culture,

justice, and health.99 In other words, the domain of security is only a small component

of a much more broad and extensive European Union-American relationship.

Third, a subcultural relationship between the European Union and NATO helps to

explain why the European Union sees conflict and tension with Russia beyond the

security and defence domain. More specifically, the European Union perceives the

challenges resulting from Central and Eastern Europe in the framework of a neigh-

bourhood policy (ENP). The fact that Russia’s distrust of NATO has not, interestingly

enough, hampered its relations with the EU implies that ‘the EU clearly provides a

security policy agenda that Russia regards as more pragmatic and less confrontational

than NATO’s’.100 In other words, the EU is seen as an international actor with which

Russia shares more preferences than it does with NATO.101

Fourth, building on the analysis of the EU’s crisis management operations since

2003 (for discussion see earlier essays in this volume), it is apparent that the European

Union runs twice as many civilian than military operations. This underlines not only

the EU’s predisposition towards civilian crisis management capabilities but also its

value judgments and commitment to managing such crises. More specifically, out

of the total 24 operations deployed by the EU so far, only 7.5, or 31.2 per cent,

were of a military nature.102 The vast majority of those missions (16.5, or 68.7 per

cent) can be counted as civilian operations. More interesting, perhaps, is the fact

that only a very small fraction of those 7.5 military operations made use of the

Berlin-Plus arrangements. Operation Concordia in Macedonia was the first ever

mission that took place under the Berlin-Plus banner, followed by Operation

Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Above all, it is noteworthy that the EU’s oper-

ations are of small scale and usually follow those conducted by NATO. An

example of this is Operation Althea which, as Charles Pentland noted in his

article, continues to pursue the objectives set by its predecessor NATO, primarily

in the areas of deterring threats to security and the population, security sector

reform, police training, and fighting organized crime. This supports the subcultural

conception of the relationship between the European Union and NATO, especially

as the latter organization pursues a much more particularistic role in international

crisis management.
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Conclusion

This article examined the ideational structures of the European Union and NATO that

affect both institutions’ social behaviour (and their behaviour towards each other).

The analysis was inspired by constructivist scholarship on strategic cultures, which

were conceptualized as an elite expression of strategic beliefs, values, and norms.

Norms were defined as ‘intersubjective beliefs about the social and natural world’.

The aim of the research article was to tease out how structures of meaning in the

form of norms, values, and beliefs have affected those two organizations’ behaviour

towards each other. In order to gain access to the EU and NATO’s attitudinal struc-

tures in the empirical section, their strategic cultures were unpacked into normative,

ideational, and behavioural components and clustered according to 1. the meanings

they assign to future challenges and threats; 2. the behavioural prepositions of how

to respond to those threats; and 3. the preferred modes of international cooperation.

I argued that there is a significant overlap between the two institutions’ attitudinal

structures, especially with regard to the meanings and values they attach to future

threats and the role of third parties and other international organizations. I also

argued that there exists an elementary cultural difference in terms of the values

attached to the use of force, the sanctioned range and type of missions, and the

resources justified to carry them out. The ongoing NATO air strikes against

the Libyan regime of Muammar Gaddafi are a case in point where NATO and not

the European Union was able to agree on a military campaign.

I then started to explore a conceptual argument that could explain the attitudinal

divergence of the two institutions, proposing to conceptualize NATO’s strategic

culture as a subculture of the EU’s strategic culture. That is to say that NATO’s stra-

tegic culture has acquired a subcultural trait of shared and distinctive sets of values,

norms, and beliefs that are different from those held at the European Union level.

Generally speaking, a subculture is an explanatory device that refers to social

actors that share distinctive sets of values, beliefs, norms, and behaviours that

differ from those held by the larger society or group. With this logic applied to the

EU-NATO relationship, I showed that while NATO’s strategic culture assigns the

highest value to the principle of collective defence (Article 5), the EU’s attitudinal

structures are much broader and resemble a thinking of collective security. To be

sure, this conceptualization of a subcultural relationship between the European

Union and NATO should be seen as a provisional exploratory argument that could

potentially allow us a more in-depth view of the inter-institutional relationship

between the two most pivotal security organizations in Europe, going beyond their

shared and contested material capabilities and assets. At the same time, I am aware

that such argument cannot be fully developed here due to space limitations, and

thus should be understood as an attempt to explore an alternative conceptual expla-

nation. It should also be noted that the empirical section was only able to provide

a snapshot of potentially larger ideational forces at play, which undoubtedly poses

the limitations of this analysis.

However, as the literature on strategic culture reminds us, in comparison to

material conditions, political cultures are rather stable.103 They change only very
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slowly, and usually after experiencing seminal historical events that have an enduring

effect on societies. Put differently, political cultures change very slowly, if at all, and

such alteration will take place under the condition of dramatic national events that

require nationally held beliefs, values, and norms to be revisited, such as the end

of the Cold War in 1990 and the ethnic conflict in the former Yugoslavia that left

most European countries helplessly watching history unfold without having the phys-

ical capability, readiness, or ability to intervene. Such events had a lasting effect on

the development of attitudinal structures of the EU as well as NATO and their over-

lapping roles in international crisis management. Against this historical perspective,

it seems unlikely that other seminal historical events will unfold in the near future that

could potentially alter the security strategies of the two organizations.
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