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When considering the efficacy of a Strategic Culture (hereinafter SC) approach, it is
important to clarify the terms that comprise such an approach. Culture (and the subset of
political culture) is polysemic in nature, and does not lend itself to singular, objective,
parsimonious definition. Broadly speaking, political culture can be conceived as “a conceptual
umbrella for a wide and apparently heterogeneous range of political issue areas [such as,]
national character, the impact of collective historical experience on national identity, and the
emotional or normative [(psychic)] dimension of the relationship between the state and its
citizenry,” and the state and other state and non-state actors.i This brief paper will thus discuss
the components, themes, and implications of employing an SC approach to analyzing state
behavior and perceptions of security.
Culture, as a meta-concept, can be divided into four broad categories when applied to
organized political units; that is, culture designates a defined, collective, systemic, and
systematic universe of (a.) meaning, (b.) values, (c.) knowledge/truth, and (d.) and actual
behavior.

Cultural precepts, which are firmly rooted in ontological, teleological, and

epistemological touchstones that define universes of possibility, explicitly impact behavior.
General and specific behavior, within the context of an organized, collectivized geopolitical unit,
flow from an imparted and preexisting ideational cultural superstructure of meaning and identity
that under-girds perception, interpretation, and implementation.

Culture thus explicitly

influences the dynamics strategic thought When analyzing state behavior on the global stage,

Peter J. Katzenstein correctly observes that culture consists of a “broad label that denotes
collective models of nation-state authority or identity … Culture refers to both a set of evaluative
standards (such as norms and values) and a set of cognitive standards (such as rules and models)
that define what social actors exist in a system, how they operate, and how they relate to one
another.”ii
Interestingly, one of the most formidable and enduring challenges to employing an SC
approach is also its greatest strength; that is, grafting the concept of (political) culture onto that
of strategy. The two states of affairs are not mutually exclusive, and do in fact complement each
other when viewed from a systemic or structural perspective. Culture has proven to be an
elusive concept that defies an “authoritative” and consistent definition.iii Indeed, a prima facie
case can be (and has been) put forth contending that the inter-subjective, nebulous, and
polymorphous character of culture renders it analytically impotent.

Culture, as ordering

principle and unit of analysis, involves volatile, subjective, and hyper-expansive categories such
as history, politics, morality, values, ideology, colonialism, and nationalism. In essence, culture
is meta-expansive because it embodies the collective epistemology of an organized geopolitical
unit. Culture is thus a repository for identity and identification; it provides fodder for a dynamic,
structural, systemic, and comprehensive knowledge base that directly affects and effects the
cognition and identification of subjects that subscribe to a particular cultural ethos. Race,
ethnicity, gender, class, art, morality, custom, politics, economy, legality, institutions, values,
geography, philosophy, literature, language, history—though not a compendious registry, each of
these constituent elements of culture assume a profound role in delimiting, contouring how data
is perceived, interpreted, and applied.

Culture, broadly speaking, is thus an ideational

2

superstructure layered or rather grafted onto the material superstructure that comprises the basis
of international relations.
Culture, though not amenable to rigid categorization, definition, nevertheless anchors
collective and individual identity and processes of identification. Ultimately, culture can be
conceived as a catalogue that enumerates possible interpretations of a shared experience, and
political culture as a subset that enumerates the political dimension of a polity’s affairs.
Depending on the cultural legacy inherited by a particular society, elites and the masses will have
an inventory of possible courses of action to choose from. The inventory of options contributes
to identity, to what someone is or is not. Groups and individuals grasp and comprehend their
“essence,” distinctive self-hood, by identifying what they are not. Within this “inside/outside”
binary (R.B.J. Walker), data filtered through the sieve of culture has the concomitant effect of
reifying conceptions of identity while entrenching notions of self, world, and other. Culture thus
consists of socially constructed and established “structures of meaning” (Clifford Geertz) that
mediate the terms that subjects of a polity utilize to situate, organize, and define relationships
between space, place, and identity. This occurs via the production and projection of systemic,
systematic, and symbolic systems that under-gird cultural templates. Sentient beings are not, as
John Locke postulated, tabula rasa; rather, the Grotian and Kantian notions that sentient beings
possess various socio-behavioral and ideational capacities and predispositions built into the
human mind better reflect the role of culture in shaping human affairs.iv

Knowledge is

effectively transmitted spatially, temporally, via a cultural superstructure.

Culture thus

effectively constrains rationality, tinctures rationality so as to produce variegated and especial
sub-sets of SC.
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Political culture, vis-à-vis SC, manifests itself in the form of a dynamic, complex,
interactive, and formative rationalized “system of political symbols” that provides a nexus
linking ratiocinated means and ends—linking the ideational with the empirical.v The cultural
dimension of SC is thus comprised of a system of symbols that articulates and disseminates
meaning via nexuses of image and experience, which feed into a larger matrix of
image/experience correlation.

Symbolic systems set limits to thought and possibility,

“supporting certain ideas, making others almost inconceivable.”vi Symbols, as signs, referents,
and signifiers comprise a sophisticated ideational, structural, dynamic template/schema that
functions as a generator and repository of identity, of what constitutes identity.
A system of political symbols is disseminated via meta-linguistic, psychic, and
connotative properties.vii The structural or systemic quality of a symbol stems from what a
symbol represents vis-à-vis power and the political. Symbols, within a system, function as the
origin point for conceptualization, explanation, and understanding (cognitive apprehension) of
data. Symbols thus create abstract palettes, “units of discourse” (Michael Walzer) that serve to
unify, collectivize, a polity’s identity. Units of discourse “are fundamental to all thinking and
doing, units of feeling around which emotions of loyalty and assurance can cluster.”viii That is, a
symbol represents an abstract, basic, measured unit of meaning concomitantly endowed with
continuity as well as plasticity when it comes to fixing meaning in space and time. Culture thus
conditions and delimits the cognitive capacitance of a subject, providing a limited space of
perceptive interpretation and behavior premised on such interpretation.
The strategic dimension of SC is firmly rooted in material considerations as they pertain
to survival as well as the sustentation, projection, and augmentation of power vis-à-vis other state
and non-state actors. While culture represents the “irrational” side of SC, that is, the subjective,
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relative, and ideational dimensions of SC, strategy represents the rational, calculative,
“objective” dimensions of SC. Military capacity, natural resources, geographic considerations,
technological capacity, level of economic development, the projection of force and coercive
power—in sum, all of these factors, which are inextricably linked with the perpetuation and
augmentation of state power, comprise strategic considerations. The US Department of Defense
defines strategy as a “prudent idea or set of ideas for employing the instruments of national
power in a synchronized and integrated fashion to achieve theater, national, and/or multinational
objectives.”ix Under this strategic rubric, security is thus defined as: 1., measures taken by a
military unit, activity, or installation to protect itself against all acts designed to, or which may,
impair its effectiveness; and 2., a specific condition that results from the establishment and
maintenance of protective measures that ensure a state of inviolability from hostile actors, acts,
or influences.x A strategic orientation toward security therefore involves:
The overall relative power relationship of opponents that enables one nation or
group of nations effectively to control the course of a military or political
situation; The course of action accepted as the result of the estimate of the
strategic situation. It is a statement of what is to be done in broad terms
sufficiently flexible to permit its use in framing the military, diplomatic,
economic, informational, and other measures which stem from it; The level of war
at which a nation, often as a member of a group of nations, determines national or
multinational … strategic security objectives and guidance, and develops and uses
national resources to achieve these objectives. Activities at this level establish
national and multinational military objectives; sequence initiatives; define limits
and assess risks for the use of military and other instruments of national power;
develop global plans or theater war plans to achieve those objectives; and provide
military forces and other capabilities in accordance with strategic plans … A
mission directed against one or more of a selected series of enemy targets with the
purpose of progressive destruction and disintegration of the enemy’s war-making
capacity and will to make war … strategic operations are designed to have a longrange rather than immediate effect on the enemy and its military forces; A plan
for the overall conduct of a war; The capability to deploy and sustain military
forces worldwide in support of national strategy; The susceptibility of vital
instruments of national power to being seriously decreased or adversely changed
by the application of actions within the capability of another nation to impose.
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“depository of widespread interest and feeling” that colors the rational processes that precede
strategic calculations.xxiii
As a meta-concept and approach, SC can be utilized to explicate international relations
and security at the systemic level of analysis. Systemic, dynamic cultural (non-material) matrices
intersect with systemic material ordering principles, giving rise to sundry manifestations of SC at
the state as well as non-state actor level. The international system, in tandem with the formative
factors that underlie strategy and culture, produces variants of SC. That is, what makes SC a
complex, robust, fecund concept vis-à-vis explanatory potential is that there is no universal SC;
rather, SC as macro-category finds specific variegated expression.
SC, as a meta-category, thus entails an “integrated system of symbols that act to establish
pervasive and long-lasting grand strategic preferences by formulating concepts of the role and
efficacy of military force” and politico-economic calculations, “and by clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the strategic preferences seem uniquely realistic
and efficacious.”xxiv SC accounts for internal and external dynamics of policy making, taking
into account the malleability of ideational precepts such as ideology as they relate to metaprecepts such as power and security. If viewed from a systemic perspective, SC complements as
opposed to being the antithesis of traditional ordering principles of international relations. By
fleshing out identity vis-à-vis cultural analysis, security interests and objectives can be better
educed. Culture thus provides a backdrop for interests and strategy as well as anchoring the
perceptive and interpretative data that delimits and impacts cognition.
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