DEFINING STRATEGIC CULTURE: A REVISED PROSPECTUS
By Melanie Graham
MA Student

University of Northern British Columbia

June 2008
I. INTRODUCTION

“Done well, the careful analysis of strategic culture could help policymakers establish more accurate and empathetic understandings of how different actors perceive the game being played, reducing uncertainty and other information problems in strategic choice.  Done badly, the analysis of strategic culture could reinforce stereotypes about strategic dispositions of other states and close off policy alternatives deemed inappropriate for dealing with local strategic cultures”
  

Strategic Culture is a concept that first attempted to take on specific twentieth century definition in Jack Snyder’s, The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear Operations. RAND Corporation, 1977.  His objective was to present a concept that would facilitate better US understanding and predictive capability with regards to Soviet perceptions of the utility of nuclear weapons and nuclear conflict as a means of ensuring American national security.  
Consideration has since been given by a variety of International Relations theorists, such as Colin Grey, David G. Haglund, Andrew Scobell, Alastair Iain Johnston and Jeffrey S. Lantis, to a range of issues associated with research on Strategic Culture.  There has been a recurring and sometimes heated debate in studies of this concept, however, that relates specifically to the lack of consensus on a definition.  

The objective in this thesis is to build on the results of one such debate in an effort to achieve a definition for the concept of Strategic Culture that, if not universally applicable, has consistent analytic and interpretive value particularly in the area of Critical Security Studies.  Its relevance to this area of study will be explored in some detail as it is essential to an understanding of the concept.
The Comparative Strategic Culture Conference held in Monterey, California, September 21-22, 2005 concluded with a reasonable but still incomplete consensus on a preliminary definition of Strategic Culture.  The conference was organized by the Center for Contemporary Conflict, U.S. Naval Postgraduate School for the Advanced Systems and Concepts Office of the U.S. Defense Threat Reduction Agency.  At that conference it was generally agreed that “strategic culture can be understood as a set of “shared beliefs, assumptions, and modes of behavior, derived from common experiences and accepted narratives (both oral and written), that shape collective identity and relationships to other groups, and which determine appropriate ends and means for achieving security objectives.”
  It was also acknowledged that strategic culture is the result of a range of circumstances such as “geography, history and narratives that shape collective identity, but one which also allows it a role in both enabling and constraining decisions about security"
.   This particular definition was subsequently used as the basis for respective case studies which resulted in a reasonable body of work that will form a large part of the framework for the research represented in this paper. 

Elizabeth Stone, a participant in the 2005 conference, in 2006 identified what she called three waves or stages in the literature on the concept.  Her review of the literature serves as both an effective summary of the 2005 conference and a review of the evolution of the concept of Strategic Culture and the associated struggle for consensus in definition.  As such it represents a solid basis on which to build this thesis.  It also precludes the need to repeat her in depth analysis of all but the last generation of the literature that has gone before.
II  PRIMARY CHALLENGES

In order to define Strategic Culture it is necessary first to describe it.  That description, however, in order to provide a valid basis for a consistently applicable definition must overcome any tendency to tie it to dependant variables, thereby making it a contextually specific definition, or to a narrow and static theoretical context that ties it to a specific range in history. 

Theoretical Context:  Ms. Stones review of the literature indicated a historical tendency to be critical of realist and structural materialist thinking as inadequate to explain strategic choices.  The focus on the weakness of realism in defining Strategic Culture was identified as flawed and its dependence on organizational culture as a key independent variable in strategic planning was described as troublesome. 
The contention that organizational culture is an independent variable is problematic in and of itself.  It should, instead, be viewed as one of the dependent variables, shaped by Strategic Culture, specifically the collective human or socially constructed responses to the independent material agencies or variables such as strategic geography, physical geography and climate.  As such it should not be viewed as a component in Strategic Culture, but as an outcome or dependent and contextual variable that is shaped by Strategic Culture. This is not to discard realism so much as it is to subsume it in a broader Social Constructivist theoretical context.  
The primary agency directing the human tendency to collective action is security.  That human drive to security can actualize through social constructs on an incremental basis, much as laid out in Maslow’s hierarchy of individual needs.  Starting with fundamental physical security, such as food, water and shelter, it can progress to psychological security that includes freedom from fear of harm and from there to productive and relational security. If one were to look at control of the means of this progression as the basis for a definition of security then the ultimate security is to have sufficient control of all levels of human need so as to enable the ultimate in the needs hierarchy; that of self actualization.  
This same hierarchy of needs theory also has application in the context of social constructs such as the state. Realism, seen as a theoretical basis for understanding state behavior as simply one of a growing number of social constructs in a global community instituted to ensure collective human security is perfectly valid.  In short, realism can be integrated into social constructivism as a means of understanding one component of the evolving process of a socially constructed international political order.  Using realism however, as the theoretical context for an overarching dynamic definition of the international system is restricting that analysis to a singular, static and intermediate level or perspective in an ever evolving social construct and as such is totally inadequate.  It does not, furthermore, provide an adequate theoretical framework for understanding, describing and ultimately defining Strategic Culture.

Strategic Culture is not a competing theory of international organization.  It is an empirical and conceptual approach to situational analysis that is based on the relationship between independent material agencies and social constructs.  As such it shapes the subsequent and evolving social, political and even civic culture that are best suited to meet the security needs in any given material context.  Historically this collective security response to material agencies has given rise to social constructs such as the clan, the tribe, the city state, the state and alliances or regional association s of states.  As such Strategic Culture can be a valuable analytic tool in understanding not so much what a social construct is, but more why it has come to be, what it is likely to do in a given context and the various paths along which it is most likely to evolve. 
Inconsistency of definition variables:  While the definition from the 2005 conference acknowledges that material agencies such as geography have an influence on shaping Strategic Culture, the focus in the definition is on the results of Strategic Culture, such as shared beliefs and identities, rather than the social impact of those primarily material or physical aspects that distinguish the concept as an agency of shared beliefs and identity. It may be of value to determine the shared values in any given context, but it is of greater value to identify and analyze the consistently applicable impact of material agencies that gave rise to the evolution of those shared values. Why do those shared values and perceptions exist?  Agencies such as strategic and natural geography and naturally occurring physical resources can be seen as independent variables that ultimately shape the historical development of core ontologies and epistemologies that predispose threat and opportunity identification and response preferences.
 Narrow Discipline Frame of Reference:  There has been a tendency to look at Strategic Culture from the tunnel vision of the specific discipline of political science or political theory.  This has marginalized significant exploration, from an analytic perspective, into the breadth and depth of related and complementing work that has been done in other fields such as anthropology, sociology, psychology and, to a lesser extent, history.  This need to break strategic and political analysis out of a narrow discipline includes a requirement to adopt a more inclusive approach to defining Strategic Culture, one that recognizes and incorporates the relevance of non state actors in its application to an analysis of strategic decision making.  

IV
HYPOTHESIS:
Strategic Culture is the cumulative and collective human response to the largely material agencies or independent variables that tend to pre-determine how social constructs such as organizations, societies, nations, or states identify both threat and opportunity as they relates to their understanding of security.  This includes their subsequent response preference in either instance.  Strategic culture, furthermore, can be seen to include the impact of those physical elements as they shape and inform the priorities and core values of social constructs in pre-emptive anticipation of historically reinforced experiences of perceived threat and opportunity and their habituated responses to the same.  

Current definitions of strategic culture, to date, have focused on what it is, on achieving definition through the establishment of an exclusive list of dependent and independent variables.  This approach appears to have limited applicability in terms of advancing any reliable use of the concept in understanding and predicting outcomes or patterns in international relations.  It also predisposes the definition to a situational bias, as in the case of early attempts to apply it to predicting US and Soviet strategic nuclear planning.  It is arguably much easier to understand the ‘what’ of something if you have insights as to the why.  It will be far easier to arrive at an understanding of what constitutes strategic culture when we are better able to understand why it exists in the first place. 

V
RELEVANCE OF THIS RESEARCH
This concept has been compelling to political theorists since it was first specifically introduced in the late seventies, with significant anticipation that, once defined and a verifiable analytic process established it could be particularly valuable for understanding international relations and mitigating the incidence of conflict due to strategic choices based on cultural misunderstanding.  This researcher contends that a comparative analysis of existing definitions and applications of the concept, along with empirical and qualitative contextual and complementing research will lead to a clear and readily applied definition of the concept. 

Alistair Iain Johnston, as cited by Elizabeth Stone in Comparative Strategic Culture: A Literature Review, Part I, Comparative Strategic Cultures Curriculum put the relevance of this research best so the quote cited earlier in this proposal is reiterated here.

.  “Done well, the careful analysis of strategic culture could help policymakers establish more accurate and empathetic understandings of how different actors perceive the game being played, reducing uncertainty and other information problems in strategic choice.  Done badly, the analysis of strategic culture could reinforce stereotypes about strategic dispositions of other states and close off policy alternatives deemed inappropriate for dealing with local strategic cultures”


The concept of Strategic Culture has pre-existed under other names such as National Style and Ways of War.  It has, as such, been a part of strategic thinking and planning for a variety of cultures and civilizations for millennia, dating back as early as the writings of Sun-Tzu in The Art of Warfare, 
“He who knows the enemy and himself will never in a hundred battles be at risk;” 
The concept has traditionally been used as a state centric strategy to understand an enemy so that he could be vanquished.  A zero sum total war approach to security.  What is advocated instead in this thesis is an approach to Strategic Culture as a means of analysis in Critical Security Studies.  The security stakes in the global community are too high and the players too varied and unpredictable to even contemplate traditional state centric total war as a viable means of ensuring security.  Instead the objective should be the enhanced understanding of the players in a potential or exiting conflict in order to avoid, mitigate or resolve that conflict and enhance human security.  Strategic Culture, if it can be accurately refined and defined has the potential to be the basis for a powerful analytic tool for assessing, understanding and determining probabilities in International Relations and the Global Community at large.  Like any tool this sort of analytic process will be inclined to reflect the intent of the user, but as a tool to enhance understanding of underlying motivations and fears.  Strategic Culture and an associated analytic process, however, may also prove to have reflective value in terms of the potential to influence a better understanding of the underlying motives, fears and objectives of any analyst attempting to put it to good use.  In order to develop the concept as an analytic tool, however, it must first be clearly and reliably defined.  Hence, this proposed research.
VI
THE REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE:
Literature Review: The Field So Far:

Elizabeth Stone, in her work as a research associate for the Center for Contemporary Conflict, Naval Post Graduate School, in 2006 identified what she called three waves of literature on the concept of Strategic Culture.  Summarized below, they neatly outline the evolution of the concept while tracing the as yet unresolved struggle for consensus in definition.

The First Wave took place in the early 1980’s and was state specific and explanatory in nature, seeking to inform a better understanding of the differences in American and Soviet nuclear strategy.  The dominant view held that these differences were the result of “unique variations in macro-environmental variables such as deeply rooted historical experience, political culture, and geography.”
  Ms Stone also identified several shortcomings in this first wave of literature:  

1. As a definition the concept was too unwieldy. 

2. Patterns of behaviour were subsumed within the definition, implying that strategic thought led consistently to one type of behaviour.

3. There was a problematic assumption that there was a homogeneity to a society’s strategic culture that carried across time.  

The Second Wave of literature occurred in the mid 1980’s and began to move the concept beyond the definitional to begin an analysis of the concept as a strategic decision making tool.  The key premise was “that there is a vast difference between what leaders think or say they are doing and the deeper motives for what in fact they do.”
   As such Strategic Culture began to be viewed as a tool of “political hegemony” 
 in strategic planning.  Once again Ms. Stone identified problematic areas in this body of literature.  Among them were those of a symbolic discourse that attempted to link culture and behaviour.  Does strategic culture influence behaviour?  The elite that led strategic decision making had been socialized in and were therefore constrained by the same symbolic myths and traditions of their predecessors.  While it was accepted that this could result in differences in national behaviour, it was not clear whether this meant one should expect cross national differences in strategy.

The Third Wave of literature was “more rigorous and eclectic in its conceptualization of ideational independent variables”
 while focusing narrowly on specific strategic decisions as “dependant variables.”
  The literature also tended to be critical of realist and structural materialist thinking as inadequate to explain strategic choices.  The literature managed to avoid the deterministic nature of the first wave and showed a commitment to competitive theory testing.  Like the first and second wave, however, there remained problematic areas.  The focus on the weakness of realism was identified as flawed and its dependence on organizational culture as a key independent variable in strategic planning was described as troublesome.  Ultimately, the literature was still unable to come up with a tight definition for strategic culture.

Iain Johnston was well cited in the summary of Ms. Stone on the ongoing perceived utility of strategic culture.  “Done well, the careful analysis of strategic culture could help policymakers establish more accurate and empathetic understandings of how different actors perceive the game being played, reducing uncertainty and other information problems in strategic choice.  Done badly, the analysis of strategic culture could reinforce stereotypes about strategic dispositions of other states and close off policy alternatives deemed inappropriate for dealing with local strategic cultures”

Literature Review: The Way Ahead

Ms Stone went on in her analysis to identify what she saw as the most productive future path of strategic culture studies, the areas of focus that were most likely to resolve identified problematic issues.  This researcher intends to use these points as a starting point in working towards a definition of strategic culture.  

The first point is the need to learn from the past.  To this end, readings will explore pre-existing theoretical and state specific definitions of strategic culture in the context of the historical periods in which they were written as well as in the context of the state or region specific situations to which they refer.

The second point is the need to use cross discipline studies.  There has been a tendency to look at strategic culture from the tunnel vision of the specific discipline of political science or political theory.  This has marginalized significant exploration, from a political science perspective, into the breadth and depth of related and complementing work that has been done in other fields such as anthropology, sociology, psychology and, to a lesser extent, history.  To this end readings will include articles and publications from the realm of psychology, anthropology and geography as well as political theory and history.

The third point identifies the need to adopt a more inclusive approach to the concept and include its relevance in application to non-state actors in an analysis of strategic decision making.  To this end the readings undertaken by this researcher will include psychology and anthropology articles and publications that attempt to shed light on multiple levels of analysis in exploring political culture and human behaviour including the individual, the nation and the state.

VII
THE DATA AND THE TREATMENT OF THE DATA:

Philosophical Overview:

The literature that has been gathered for this research will be explored on a quantitative and qualitative basis, in an attempt to identify commonalities and disparities in definitions, as well as historically contextual modifications to variables in definitions.  These commonalities will then be examined from a social constructivist perspective and analyzed qualitatively for the impact of geography, history, and narratives on not only social constructs and collective identity, but on probable predisposition to perceptions of and responses to threat and opportunity.

A great deal has been written on strategic culture since the late 1990’s, but, as Ms. Stone points out, little of it is new.  Efforts to define and apply concept are still tightly bound to the realist state centric approach to understanding and anticipating strategic policy and behaviour.  This includes efforts to use the concept as a basis for state centric models and means to offset the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction WMD.  These weapons have not gone away with the demise of the Cold War and are in fact likely more of a concern by virtue of the often instability and unpredictability of the actors involved as well as the increased lethality and portability of the weapons themselves. The use of a state centric approach to understanding and anticipating the strategic choices of a growing chorus of non-state actors, however, is an unfortunate strategic policy hangover from the Soviet/American dance of bi-polar nuclear deterrence.  

The realist perspective might be described as a top down approach hierarchical to theoretical analysis.  It is the intent of this thesis to take a social constructivist approach and explore the concept of strategic culture from that perspective.  Any organization or polity is, ultimately, made up of people.  The notion that the individual delegation of authority to a state somehow detaches that state from human characteristics and motivations has always been questionable to this researcher.  It is even more so now.  The transformation of the international arena in the past 60 years has been profound.  Armed conflict is no longer the exclusive domain of the state, is no longer the overarching solution of choice in strategic decision making, and has often been supplanted by economic hegemony as a means of waging “war”.  Globalization has blurred borders, introduced unprecedented trans-nationalism and seen non-governmental organizations, corporations, ethnic and idealogic interest groups and ordinary individuals come more and more often to challenge the supremacy of the state as the prime mover and shaker in international relations.   We have moved from the Westphalian model of an international balance of state actors, through the bi-polar state centric deadlock of the Cold War to a kind of asymmetric and unpredictably dynamic multi-polar global community with a diversity of relevant actors influencing strategic choices.

This researcher will look into the behaviour of individuals and aggregates of individuals as it relates to and influences strategic culture but will focus on an exploration of the physical and philosophical elements that shape and inform human behaviour as a probable response to perceptions of threat and opportunity.  Put simply, definitions of strategic culture, to date, have focused on the ‘what’ of it.  It is much easier to understand the ‘what’ of something if you have insights as to the why.  It will be far easier to arrive at an understanding of what constitutes strategic culture when we are better able to understand why it has come to exist in the first place. 

Methodological Approach:

There is now sufficient data available to undertake a quantitative and qualitative analysis of existing efforts to define Strategic Culture, combining a comparative analysis of the diverse and sometimes conflicted representations of the concept with empirical and historical research that will lead to a reliable definition of Strategic Culture as a valid and verifiable analytic tool.   

Quantitative Approach:


Pre-existing definitions of Strategic Culture will be organized, by variable in a table or matrix.  This will be done to identify both commonly agreed variables and whether these variable are dependent or independent.  The fields in the table will also identify if the definition is specific to one state or is theoretical in nature and will place the definition in a timeline.  Specifically it will place the definitions chronologically as Pre-First Wave, First Wave, Second Wave, Third Wave and Post 9/11.  This should help to overcome any exclusivity in the definitions and allow the researcher to place the definition ahead of deterministic application.  There will also be a field identifying the theoretical school of thought, if any, that framed that particular definition. 
This will also contribute to overcoming the second sub problem – that existing definitions are conceptually tied to outdated and predominantly realist or state centric interpretations of international relations.


The information gathered from this quantitative analysis will be of relevance when placed in context with the qualitative approach to the data.

Qualitative Approach:


The qualitative analysis, in addition to expanding on the quantitative analysis, will address the problem of a narrow approach to identifying and distinguishing between the independent and dependent variables necessary to frame a reliable definition of Strategic Culture.  

The researcher will examine both the results of the quantitative analysis of the definitions and the historical and situational contexts in which they were framed and applied.  It is anticipated that this approach will eliminate variables in pre-existing definitions that are irrelevant, erroneous or contextually specific and of no value in establishing a universal definition. 

Once this has been established the research will attempt to explore the remaining variables and elements of the concept from the perspective of human behaviour, social behaviour and aggregate human behaviour as identified in cultural studies and community profiling as informed by the Cross Discipline Readings.
The overall approach to the research is to begin with a filtering of pre-existing definitions to establish a reliable process of elimination.  From there the approach will identify gaps in the remains of pre-existing definitions in terms of defining the concept and seek to full those out with a combination of empirical observation of historical data and an integration of insights from other disciplines.

VIII
RESEARCHER QUALIFICATIONS


This researcher has multiple qualifications that will bring depth and multidimensionality to this research.

Experiential:

1. Early childhood years spent overseas in alternate cultures – specifically Liberia and Pakistan.

2. Parents raised in Northern India and Japan.

This aspect of qualifying background has led to a more open perception of culture and cultural relevance in decision making and interaction.

Professional:

1. A diversity of employment types from across Canada, many of which involved interaction with people of multiple and diverse cultures and social backgrounds.

2. Officer in the Canadian Forces.

This aspect of qualifying background has enabled a broad understanding of the day to day complexities and subtleties inherent in cultural and professional diversity.

Academic:

1.  A diverse academic background that spans over 8 years and includes fine arts, comparative religion, history, marketing, philosophy, political science and a BA in International Relations.

This background informs an appreciation for and understanding of international political theory from a western perspective

IX
TIMELINES

1.
The bulk of the reading listed has been acquired and organized through the UNBC and Royal Roads electronic journals, library loans and the purchase of publications too recent to be readily available through either university library.

2.
The design of the table or matrix for the quantitative analysis of existing definitions for Strategic Culture will be built as the reading progresses.  It is anticipated that the reading will further define and refine this table.  Selections may be deleted or added to the references as exploration indicates either irrelevance or an information gap.

3.
The readings have been initiated, but it is anticipated that approximately 6 months of concentrated reading will be necessary to fully inform the final thesis. 

4.
This thesis prospectus will be used as a basis for framing the preliminary draft of the planned thesis, but multiple versions and evolutions of the format are anticipated as the reading progresses.  It is also anticipated that sections of the thesis will be drafted and pasted into place as the reading inspires insights and linkages.

5.
Actual writing of the thesis is anticipated to take approximately 3 months subsequent to the reading.

6.  These timelines will commence in May 2008 and may vary as they are based on a need to work full time for the Canadian Forces during the day with periodic requirements to suspend studies for short deployments or temporary duty.
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