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Abstract 

The aim of this research is to analyse the development of an EU grand strategy, using the two 

dominant EU powers Germany and France and their respective approach to an EU grand 

strategy. The importance of the EU grand strategy cannot be underestimated as it concerns the 

national security of all citizens in the EU. Research in this area which contributes with more 

findings addressing new information must be seen as urgent and relevant. While other studies 

have researched the development of the EU grand strategy, the recent international structural 

events in the form of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War have not yet been studied. 

The concepts that will be used are strategic culture and strategic autonomy, with the purpose 

to provide insights on Germany’s and France’s approach to an EU grand strategy. Strategic 

culture and strategic autonomy will use theoretical assumptions based on constructivism and 

structural realism respectively. 

The findings are that Germany is still a major proponent of a transatlantic EU grand strategy, 

while France remains supportive of a Europeanist EU grand strategy. Recent events with the 

2022 Russo-Ukrainian War have led to that Germany have decided to abandon its energy 

dependency towards Russia and significantly increase its military spend to the by NATO 

stipulated two percent of GDP. These events will affect the development of the EU grand 

strategy, but the current signs are that Germany and France will not change their approach on 

the EU grand strategy because of this. 

Keywords: bandwagoning, constructivism, European Union, Europeanism, France, Germany, 

grand strategy, NATO, norms, Russo-Ukrainian War, security, strategic autonomy, strategic 

culture, structural realism, transatlantic, United States. 

Word count: 23 621  
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1. Introduction 

The President of the European Council (EC), Charles Michel, has stated that the strive for a 

strategic autonomy are among the greatest aims for the European Union (EU) in present time 

(European Council, 2020). This belief is shared by many high prominent politicians of the EU 

and its member states. The former Chancellor of Germany, Angela Merkel stated that a closer 

cooperation between the national armies of the EU, in addition to the continued presence of 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Europe, “would show the world that there 

will never be war again between European countries” (European Parliament, 2018). The 

President of France, Emmanuel Macron, has stated that what Europe “lacks most today is a 

common strategic culture” and a new grand strategy “needs to be ensuring Europe’s 

autonomous operating capabilities, as a complement to NATO” (Elysée, 2017). Macron’s 

comments illustrate the relationship that strategic culture and strategic autonomy have to 

grand strategy. 

Since the end of the Second World War (WWII), the European nation states have relied on 

military protection provided by the United States (US), to maintain the current European 

balance of power. Many EU member states have joined NATO to ensure that US military 

support is provided. However, the EU has the capacity to be a major global actor in terms of 

military power, and it is debated that it will need to develop its own military capabilities as 

there are no guarantees that NATO can always be relied on for the protection of Europe. This 

is largely due to the EU and NATO do not have the exact same member states in both 

organisations, which leads to the discussion of what security guarantees the EU is able to 

provide the states that are not member states of NATO. There have been discussions whether 

the EU should have an explicit grand strategy and whether this should focus on closer 

cooperation with NATO or be based on strategic autonomy, an idea where the EU would have 

its own military defence (Mogherini, 2016). To understand how grand strategy relates to 
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states, the following citation by the American military strategist, Edward Luttwak, provides 

an illustration: 

“All states have a grand strategy, whether they know it or not. That is inevitable 

because grand strategy is simply the level at which knowledge and persuasion, or 

in modern terms intelligence and diplomacy, interact with military strength to 

determine outcomes in a world of other states, with their own “grand strategies” 

(Luttwak, 2009:409). 

While grand strategies may differ between states, all states have one, even those who do not 

call it by name. A grand strategy provides states with a plan to how they should manage their 

resources in both times of war and peace. Formulating grand strategies can be described as a 

way for nations to enhance and preserve their national interests. Grand strategy is a necessary 

political framework for states as it helps them have an effective level of statecraft by 

restricting their ambitions to smaller more achievable goals, and it forms an important part of 

the foreign policy, although it does not represent foreign policy in its entirety. It is crucial that 

a state’s grand strategy is clearly defined, as states may otherwise find themselves 

overstretched in pursuing their national interests (Brands, 2014:7). The collective nature of 

the EU makes this even more crucial as the EU will otherwise focus on too many issues, 

lowering the effectiveness of each of them. Since the EU is made up of a large number of 

member states that each have their own security agenda, a clear framework lifted by the EU 

could help unify them. The state-like composition and abilities of the EU makes a grand 

strategy as important for it as it is for states. The EU is in this case more like that of states 

than to other international institutions. 

A grand strategy requires a consensus within a state to be effective, but it also needs to 

consider any geopolitical aspects (Brands, 2014:201). Political theories have different views 
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on what factors affect the development process of a grand strategy. Some suggest that grand 

strategy is mostly affected by global events and any changes in grand strategy are caused by 

changes in the global structural environment. Structural realists see grand strategy as a pattern 

of state behaviour. This can be compared to the constructivist idea that grand strategy is 

shaped by the behaviour of national leaders, who in turn are affected by the attitudes of their 

citizens, amongst other things (McDonough, 2011:16-17). Grand strategists need to consider 

historical events to understand how a grand strategy should be formulated, as the past can 

provide information of the structures and cultures of the present world. A better historical 

knowledge makes the creation of a grand strategy more dependable (Brands, 2014:204). 

On February 24th 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine, starting the Russo-Ukrainian war. The new 

conflict is one of the worst threats to the European security order, which has dictated the 

security framework in Europe, since the end of the Cold War. Many member states in the EU 

have raised security concerns that their current approaches to European security are not 

optimal and that their security politics need to be reworked (Richter, 2022). It is necessary to 

further investigate grand strategy, as it is a framework that all states and state-like actors 

require to have functioning foreign policies. An analysis from the perspective of strategic 

culture, as well as an analysis from the perspective of strategic autonomy would be beneficial, 

as both concepts are believed to explain the direction of the grand strategy. Even though most 

scholars accept the importance of grand strategy to a state’s foreign policy, there are 

competing visions as to how grand strategy is formed (Brands, 2012:2). To get a clear 

illustration of what an EU grand strategy could mean, grand strategy should be interpreted 

from multiple political theoretical frameworks. This will help in understanding multiple 

aspects of grand strategy. 
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1.1 Problem formulation 

The unique structure of the EU as a collective institution has allowed it to act in a similar 

manner to that of states. Since grand strategy is believed to be necessary for states to have 

functioning foreign policies, it should also be of importance for the EU as well. The EU has 

stated that it has the intention to develop a grand strategy of its own and this was mentioned in 

the 2016 Global Strategy (Mogherini, 2016). The 2016 Global Strategy suggests that the 

already existing security cooperation between the EU and NATO should be maintained, but it 

also acknowledges that the EU is lacklustre in providing its own military protection and that it 

should develop new capacities (Mogherini, 2016). The EU’s ambition to implement a grand 

strategy is interesting from a theoretical perspective since despite the EU having a state-like 

behaviour, it does not have any authority over the foreign policies of its member states. The 

attitudes of the EU member states towards an EU grand strategy, and what affects their 

perceptions, is an area for analysis that could provide insights on the future development of 

the EU grand strategy. 

The most relevant EU member states for this investigation are Germany and France as both 

are major powers within the constellation. The EU needs the support of both countries as it 

would otherwise not wield a sufficient level of pressure and legitimacy as a regional 

institution. Germany and France do not share the same strategic cultures and they have 

different perspectives concerning what degree of autonomy a new grand strategy should 

include. For the EU, it is more important than ever that both nations converge in their beliefs 

so that the EU can display unity. The 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War has proved that the EU can 

display unity in times of conflict, as responsive decisions have been swift and unanimous. The 

new stability situation within the EU, that has arisen from the war, may be temporary and a 

deeper long-term analysis is most likely needed to fully understand possible future 
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developments. However, the member states of the EU will still need to choose how a new 

European security order should be managed and who should be responsible for its protection. 

Since strategic autonomy is a relatively new concept, there are no sources prior to its first 

mention in documents from 2013 (European Council, 2013). However, there are indications 

that strategic autonomy has been indirectly mentioned in research prior to 2013, where there 

has been discussion regarding the self-sufficiency of the EU in relation to the US. On the 

other hand, strategic culture is a well-established concept that has existed since the early 

1980s (Johnston, 1995). 

 

1.2 Aim and Research Questions 

The aim of this research is to analyse the development of an EU grand strategy, focusing 

specifically on the role of Germany and France and their approach towards an EU grand 

strategy. There are two research questions that aim to specify what is to be investigated when 

comparing the attitudes and approaches of Germany and France and how these affect EU’s 

ambition to implement a grand strategy. The following questions will be answered: 

• How can the approaches of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy be 

understood through the concept of strategic culture? 

• How can the approaches of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy be 

understood through the concept of strategic autonomy? 

The EU’s options for a grand strategy stand between one that is based on a continued reliance 

on NATO or one where the EU is more self-sufficient and can provide for its own military 

protection. The concepts of strategic culture and strategic autonomy can be used to describe a 

nation’s approach towards grand strategy. A content analysis using comparative methodology, 

and using these two concepts, on Germany and France should provide a waypoint to 
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understand what shapes a nation’s attitude towards grand strategy. The political theory of 

structural realism and the theoretical framework of constructivism have different assumptions 

of what factors affects national perception of grand strategy. These theoretical frameworks 

enable complementary conclusions in illustrating grand strategy. To investigate the 

development of the EU grand strategy, Germany and France will be studied and underlying 

factors that affect their attitude towards grand strategy will be analysed. There will as well be 

a discussion on how strategic culture and strategic autonomy can explain the approaches 

towards a grand strategy. 

It is difficult to designate the EU as a certain type of international actor, as it shares elements 

with both states and institutions. Even though the EU is an international institution, it has 

implemented more policies that are normally done by states compared to other international 

organisations. For the purpose of analysis, the EU will be considered as a state-like actor that 

shares many elements with that of states. States, and a state-like actor like the EU, need 

security measures to ensure their own survival and grand strategy provides them with a clear 

strategy of how to ensure their national security. 

 

1.3 Literature review 

Much research has already been done about the different grand strategies that the EU may 

define and what implications a strategic autonomy would have. Michael Smith’s research 

article focused on the EU’s security strategy and how it affects its relationship to the US. 

Smith analysed how the EU balanced different security factors and why it is only active in 

some political fields. The findings of the report were that both the EU and the US will 

continue to find cooperation in security affairs, where both parties are able to have a say in the 

process. The EU’s ambition to implement a grand strategy based on strategic autonomy is 
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perceived as possible, although the implementation process would be difficult and inefficient 

(Smith, 2018). 

In another research by Christoph Meyer, the constructivist theoretical framework was used to 

analyse the development of a European strategic culture. The purpose of that research was to 

investigate the implications of the transformation process for the EU to develop a military 

power. The findings were identified using a comparative strategic culture analysis between 

France, Germany, Poland and the UK, all EU member states at the time. The UK has left the 

EU since the publication of the research. It was concluded that it would be unlikely that the 

EU would be able to develop a common strategic culture between its member states in the 

near future. A mixture of both civilian and military measures to security situations was 

described as a preferable approach for the EU compared to engaging in high-intensity military 

operations (Meyer, 2011). 

There are existing studies of how Russia’s intrusions in Ukraine, starting in 2014 with the 

annexation of Crimea, have affected the EU and the process for an EU grand strategy. Bjørn 

Olav Knutsen’s study of the EU’s strategic autonomy mentioned Russian aggression in 

Ukraine in 2014, and the effects it had for a strategic autonomy of the EU. The research found 

that a strategic autonomy could shape the EU’s security policy, as the US is expected to shift 

some of its focus towards Asia, thereby increasing the willingness of the EU to find other 

means to secure its protection (Knutsen, 2016). 

As the situation has developed further in 2022, there could be more implications to grand 

strategy than what other researchers have suggested. A grand strategy of the EU can be 

evaluated further by understanding the security order in Europe. This security order was built 

on the situation between the EU and Russia, and it was built on mutual benefits, where trade 

was used to prevent the use of force. This security situation is now changed due to the 2022 
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Russo-Ukrainian war, and this could have major implications for an EU grand strategy. The 

impacts of the war on the EU’s development of a grand strategy are largely under researched 

and there is space for theoretical reasoning. This research will have new interpretations of 

how the development of an EU grand strategy is affected by the change of events, that 

previous research papers have not discussed. Germany’s sudden change from having solely 

focused on its diplomatic- and economical power to increasing its military expenditure and 

reducing its energy dependency towards Russia, is also a valid topic for discussion. Future 

security policies are difficult to predict, and it is unclear what direction the EU will take for a 

grand strategy. This paper will, however, provide an illustration of how an EU a grand 

strategy could develop and explain the approaches of Germany and France from a theoretical 

standpoint. 

 

1.4 Limitations 

This research is not forecasting the final contributions of Germany and France to an EU grand 

strategy, but rather analysing how the cultural impact of strategic culture and how the 

structural impacts of strategic autonomy could explain their approaches to an EU grand 

strategy. 

The idea of an EU grand strategy could be analysed from the tensions related to the wider 

intergovernmentalism vs supranationalism debate, where intergovernmentalism suggests that 

the EU should provide the states with a large degree of authority, while supranationalism 

suggests that most decision-making should take place on a wider EU-level (Schmidt, 2016). 

However, this debate will not be analysed as the focus of this study is security approaches and 

not EU governance. The purpose of this study is not to analyse how much decision-making 

power the EU should have. Instead, international dynamics and orientation are more 
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important mechanics to understand the research problem of implementing a common EU 

grand strategy. 

Although this study does not aim to develop a new field of study, it will contribute to existing 

research by providing an analysis of the situation from alternate perspectives. The selected 

time-period for the analysis will be from June 2016 to April 2022. Actions prior to this time-

frame will be mentioned to provide informative background information to understand how 

Germany and France approach the development of an EU grand strategy. Due to the limited 

scope of this study, other member states of the EU will not be included in this research. While 

these nations may have other approaches to an EU grand strategy, compared to Germany and 

France, and would provide the research with alternate perspectives, they will not be presented 

due to the large scope that would need to be presented. 

The German unification in 1990 resulted in East Germany joining West Germany, forming a 

united Germany. The heritage of East Germany to modern day German security affairs are not 

believed to be as impactful as the heritage of West Germany. Therefore, East Germany will 

not be part of the analysis, although an investigation of it could be analysed in future research 

to provide an alternate perspective. 

 

1.5 Disposition 

The research will be structured in a way that makes it easily readable and approachable. 

Having already presented chapter 1, which included: the introduction, problem formulation, 

research aim & research questions, literature review and limitations, chapter 2 will illustrate 

the theoretical frameworks and concepts that will be used in analysing grand strategy. This 

chapter will begin with a broader presentation level of the theoretical frameworks, which will 

then be narrowed down to the concepts and their impact on grand strategy. 
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Chapter 3 will present the method, where the research design of the study and the method of 

analysis will be presented and discussed. This chapter will discuss the structure of the analysis 

and by what means it will be interpreted. There will also be a discussion of any limitations 

that the chosen method may have. The importance of validity and reliability will also be 

discussed. 

Chapter 4 will be a presentation of the development background of an EU grand strategy and 

how it can be defined. The different alternatives that exist for an EU grand strategy will be 

presented and reflected upon. 

Chapter 5 will consist of an analysis of Germany’s approach to grand strategy using the 

theoretical frameworks and their concepts to explain. The chapter will end with a conclusion 

of how Germany’s attitude towards an EU grand strategy can be explained according to the 

theoretical reasoning of the concepts. 

Chapter 6 will consist of an analysis for France, using the same methods as in the previous 

chapter. The analysis will be done using the theoretical frameworks and their concepts. The 

chapter will end with a conclusion of how France’s attitude towards an EU grand strategy can 

be explained using the theoretical reasoning of the concepts. 

Chapter 7 will present the findings of the analysis of Germany and France, where the factors 

that have affected the attitudes of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy will be 

compared. The comparison between Germany and France will be done using the concepts and 

their different approaches to grand strategy. This chapter will also include a comparison 

between the findings of this research to what has been stated in previous literature. 

Chapter 8 will conclude the research with a presentation of what has been discussed in the 

previous chapter and what implications the findings have for an EU grand strategy. The 
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discussion of grand strategy will be concluded to how the findings impact an EU grand 

strategy. Recommendations for future research will as well be included. 

 

2. Theory 

A grand strategy allows a state to enhance its long-term security goals by formulating a clear 

strategy of how it should shape its security policies during both wartime and peacetime. 

Grand strategy is an important instrument for states to conduct a functioning statecraft. The 

importance of grand strategy is agreed by most scholars, but the concept has been used 

differently in research (Friedman Lissner, 2018:55-58). There are multiple ways to interpret 

grand strategy and by using multiple political theoretical frameworks, it should be possible to 

provide alternate explanations to why states may choose to adopt different grand strategies. 

This section will present the theoretical frameworks of constructivism and structural realism, 

as well as the concepts of strategic culture and strategic autonomy. Their general theoretical 

assumptions will be presented as well as how these relate to grand strategy. 

The epistemological approach of constructivism has alternate understanding of what affects 

the development of grand strategy, focus is on norms, ideas and identity This can be 

contrasted to the structural realist focus on the impacts of international structures and rational 

behaviour. Structural realism has been described as a must-have theory for analysing 

international relations (Burchill et al., 2013:56). It can provide insights in analysing the 

purpose of forming a grand strategy, as it can provide answers to how international structures 

can affect intentions of states. 
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2.1 Constructivism 

Constructivism has been described as an alternative perspective to the classical theories of 

structural realism and neo-liberalism. The theory of constructivism assumes that the world is 

made up of social constructions and rational behavioural logic is replaced with a social 

constructive approach. These constructions give shape to the reality of how people view the 

world and how it should be governed (Glenn, 2009:534). Constructivist scholars deny the 

existence of any supposed natural laws that originated in the environment, without any human 

intervention. Since there exists no reality that is unaffected by ideas, all people are guided by 

their own ideas to how they believe the world should be governed. Nation states are governed 

by decision-makers that are affected by dominant ideas within their groups of voters. 

Perceptions may not always reflect what has been seen, as constructivists believe that 

ideational structures are more important than material structures since the former are based on 

ideas while the latter are only objects that have not yet been assigned an identity (Hay, 

2002:24). 

In contrast to the realist belief of an anarchic world, the constructivist scholar, Alexander 

Wendt, has suggested that “anarchy is what states make of it” (Lowndes et al., 2018:77). This 

means that constructivists reject the idea that international security should be analysed from a 

self-gain behaviour of state actors. Since there are no natural laws that state when a world is 

anarchic, actors may describe the world as either anarchic or not, depending on what their 

beliefs are. Analyses should be made of historical factors that lead up to the behaviour of 

states to understand the background for their decisions regarding security. In the analysation 

of a state, these historical factors can include previous wars and advantageous or 

disadvantageous past cooperation with other states (Lowndes et al., 2018:77). 

Beliefs are never fixed and are always subjected to change over time. These changes can be 

found through patterns in the behaviours of state actors. These patterns can be found by 
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interpreting the practices of states and any changes in patterns may have significant outcomes 

in international politics (Lowndes et al., 2018:79-80). International relations between nations 

can change from friendly to hostile or vice versa, due to changes in how social constructs 

within states are evolved. However, behavioural changes of actors could also have little to no 

effect on their international relations, as most social constructs develop at a slow pace (Theys, 

2018).  

The identity of nation states is shaped by their interests and ideas. The theory of 

constructivism rejects the idea that nation states can only have one identity and instead 

suggests that states have multiple identities. The identities of states can change depending on 

what situation the state finds itself in. Constructivism considers social norms to have a high 

effect on shaping the identity of nation states. The behaviour of states will depend on what 

norms are dominant and different norms will have certain effects on those behaviours. This 

creates a degree of appropriateness, where states will only act according to a manner that the 

states consider appropriate. National leaders are expected to act according to the norms of the 

nation state that they belong to (Theys, 2018). 

The constructivist theory is non-positivist since it rejects the realist belief that behaviour is 

objective and that there are no natural laws that can describe how a state should act in 

international relations without analysing social constructions (Hay, 2002:24). Constructivists 

consider reality to be constantly constructed and this can vary depending on what actors are 

involved in the process. As a contrast to the structural realist belief that rationalism dictates 

reality, constructivists state that actors can decide for themselves what is rational. As 

rationality is difficult to address, actors cannot be objective or free from their own values. 

Actors are always affected by their political- and cultural values during the construction of 

their realities (Lowndes et al., 2018:183). Since constructivism is broader than most other 

political frameworks, its theoretical claims can vary greatly. Constructivism has a distinct line 
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between the idea of explaining an outcome and understanding it (Lowndes et al., 2018:87). 

The political scholar, David Hume, suggested that analysation can begin by exploring patterns 

of cause and effect. Explanation can be described by identifying patterns of correlation, while 

understanding can be described by finding the origins of actions (Lowndes et al., 2018:79). 

 

2.1.1 Concept of strategic culture 

The concept of strategic culture was developed from constructivism, which it shares many 

elements with. In comparison to the political framework of constructivism, strategic culture 

focuses more on actor identity and culture rather than broader analysations of institutions and 

individuals (Hadfield, 2005:60). The theoretical concept of strategic culture is defined as a set 

of beliefs, norms, attitudes and assumptions that affects the decisions by policy-makers 

regarding national security (Glenn, 2009:530). Scholars have different opinions of how the 

concept of strategic culture can be analysed. Strategic culture can be analysed by studying 

normative influences within nation states and how these shape the behaviour of those in 

charge. The national leaders are believed to be heavily influenced by tradition, national 

history and their motives are directly affected by these factors. Some scholars suggest that 

political geography, the availability of national resources and international power politics are 

more important in understanding the theory of strategic culture (Biava et al., 2011:1228).  

The concept of strategic culture suggests that actors will always aim towards establishing 

their norms as dominant. This is part of the socialisation process where actors create new 

norms with a collective consensus and without the necessity for contestation between ideas. 

The socialisation process does not involve any struggles for power. Strategic cultures could be 

a result of socialisation processes where norms and ideas have become incorporated into a 

culture based on consensus (Lowndes et al., 2018:85). The strategic cultural scholar, Carnes 

Lord, identified factors that affect a state’s strategic cultural behaviour such as international 
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alliances, geography, military history, weapons technology, political culture, among others. 

All these factors affect a nation’s strategic culture at the same time and not independently. 

This will provide more information to the underlying factors that affect strategic culture: 

policy and behaviour. A state’s strategic culture affects its behaviour towards other states and 

what policies the state may implement (Bloomfield, 2012:439-440). 

Strategic culture can be categorised into different groups depending on what is to be 

researched. An example of a category is the division of strategic cultures based on their 

preferences to grand strategy. Due to the existence of many classifications to strategic culture, 

there are multiple ways to interpret it. Some examples of preferences to strategic cultures are 

those that are based on: national identity, geography, weapons, attitude to simplicity-

complexity, generation, and grand strategy. However, these categories are weaved together as 

culture is “that which surrounds” which means that culture is considered to be either 

“everywhere or nowhere” as it is constantly affecting behaviour (Gray, 1999:67). It is 

possible to discover behavioural patterns between nation states and their preferences and then 

strategic culture can be analysed by interpreting these patterns (Gray, 1999:68). 

An alternative way to describe strategic culture is that it is an idea that aims to develop 

common interests between the EU member states so that their views are aligned when it 

comes to creating security policies. Constructivists consider strategic culture to be an 

exemplary example of how states act according to their perceptions of the world, rather than 

the realist assumption that acts are a result of international power struggles. Culture and 

behaviour are assumed to be correlated and one cannot work without the other (Rynning, 

2003:481). The idea of a strategic culture within the EU has borrowed the liberal framework 

of rules, found in the UN. The liberal cultural ideas assumes that foreign threats can be 

resolved using culture instead of military means (Rynning, 2003:486). 
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The member states of the EU are guided by similar strategic cultures as otherwise their 

participation within the EU would be ineffective. However, the EU does not have a collective 

united strategic culture and its member states have their own preferences (Hadfield, 2005:64). 

Constructivists suggest that the development of a common European grand strategy is the 

result of a Europeanisation of the strategic cultures in Europe. The increasing aspirations to 

develop an EU grand strategy during the last decades is believed to be a result of the 

integration of structures within the EU (Dyson, 2013:427). 

This research will operationalise the concept of strategic culture into two different categories: 

political culture and ideology, and international relationships. The first choice is based on the 

constructivist logic that the political culture and ideology can affect a state’s behaviour and 

perceptions, while the second choice is based on the importance of international relationships 

in deciding how a nation’s culture affects its attitude towards other states. These two 

categories will help the explanation of strategic culture and how it impacts the decision-

making of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy. 

 

2.2 Structural realism 

Structural realism is a further development of classical realism and is built on some of its 

assumptions of international relations. States are always in a search for security and they are 

assumed to be rational actors that are always aspiring to find new ways to maximise their 

expected utility (Tessman, 2012:194). The search for security is believed to be based on a 

natural human law that is developed from being in an anarchic world. This natural law 

assumes that it is in the nature of states to strive for relative gains, and that cooperation can 

result in that the trading partners takes all the benefits themselves (Tessman, 2012:208). 

States are indifferent to absolute gains and will only strive for them if they consider that these 
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gains will lead to a high reward. The rationality of the states will always lead them to pursue 

international policies which they consider is the optimal way to engage. As state behaviour 

can always be identified, as there is only one decision that will be prioritised. The world exists 

independently of the perceptions of actors and global power structures are unchanged 

regardless of how actors perceive them. A true reality can never exist since actors are always 

considered to be partial (Lowndes et al., 2018:182). There exists an objective reality with only 

one factual truth. The world can only be understood by deductively and systemically 

identifying underlying structures and the rationality of state actors (Burchill et al., 2013:38). 

An unpredictable world is the result of the aspirations of the nation states to increase their 

gains in power and the lack of a recognised global authority. An anarchic world does not 

mean that there is no global order and world stability can only occur in either a balance of 

power in the form of a bipolar world built on a mutual assurance for destruction, or a unipolar 

world where one superpower has an unmatched power. A multipolar world is unstable and the 

risk for war is high due to the unclear divisions of power (Hay, 2002:21). The present world is 

unipolar as the US is the only superpower and this has caused the current world order to be 

hierarchic. In a hierarchic world, there is a tendency that states will align themselves with the 

hegemonic power, although powerful secondary states may choose to balance against the 

hegemonic state (Tessman, 2012:197). These risk-taking great powers are willing to challenge 

a hierarchic world order and they will either seek an internal balance, where they will put 

more resources into their own military, or an external balance where they will ally with other 

great powers who are keen on challenging the hegemonic state (Burchill et al., 2013:38). 

A hegemonic stability is a secure basis for cooperation between like-minded states, which 

fosters close cooperation between states that have similar intentions (Hay, 2002:21). States 

will make efforts to receive their share of the benefits that they will get by cooperating with 

the hegemonic state, which is known as bandwagoning. In anarchy, bandwagoning may be 
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problematic as it strengthens a hegemonic state further and other great powers may perceive 

this as a threat to their national security. Weaker states have stronger tendencies to 

bandwagon as they do not have the capacity to challenge a hegemonic state. If states choose 

to not have close relations with the hegemonic state, they are placing their own national 

security at risk. 

The political theory of structural realism, also known as neo-realism, is a further development 

of classical realism, where realist assumptions concerning the struggle for power and state 

rationality are systematised into a structural model (Keohane, 1989:175). Structures have an 

important role in determining how nation states will act in international relations so it is 

necessary to understand how structures can affect state behaviour. The behaviours of the 

states can be affected by their ideology, prior history, their efforts to pursue relative gain and 

by the characteristics of their national leaders (Burchill et al., 2013:46-47). Nation states 

determine their interests and strategies based on where they consider their position to be in the 

international system. This structural system affects the behaviour of states, and it will either 

benefit them or constraint them when they are acting in international politics (Keohane, 

1989:167). 

Structural realism can be further divided into two different structural theories: offensive and 

defensive. Offensive realism was put forward by John Mearsheimer, who suggested that the 

anarchic nature of international politics promotes aggressive state behaviour (Lobell, 

2010:5). States are assumed to be power-maximising actors who will always prioritise their 

own self-gain over balancing strategies (Lobell, 2010:7). Defensive realism was developed by 

Kenneth Waltz, who suggested that states are more inclined to pursue international policies 

that secures their own national security, rather than attempting to always pursue self-gains 

through the usage of power and domination (Lobell, 2010:5). The two most important 

principles to describe the distribution of power in the world is that states either stand in 
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subordination, known as a hierarchy, or they are not subordinated, which means they are in 

anarchy. Waltz contends that there are notable differences where states are in a hierarchy and 

when they are in anarchy (Burchill et al., 2013:37). States will use both internal and external 

means to achieve their international goals. International structures can be subjected to change, 

and this leads to changes in patterns of state behaviour (Keohane, 1989:171). 

Structural realists accept that institutions have become more common in the present world and 

that their existence cannot be rejected. However, the role of institutions in international 

politics are considered to be minor and the states remain the legitimate authoritative actors in 

influencing international relations. The pursuit for power by nation states is believed to be 

unavoidable as there is no higher authority than that of the states that can assume control. The 

survival of the state is the most important element for the nation states. Therefore, effective 

security policies are highly prioritised by states and these policies will always be improved 

upon. States act according to their own relative interests and these interests are always 

objective (Hay, 2002:18-20).  

Anarchy assumes that states are the primary actors in the world as there is no higher power 

that can legitimately enforce how the states should act. Since states can act without being 

restrained by institutional rules, international institutions have only minor impacts for global 

decision-making processes. International institutions and norms are only variables that 

represent the attitudes of the powerful states that are outside of the policies related to the 

struggle for power (Burchill et al., 2013:48-49). Even though states are the highest 

authoritative actors in international politics, strategic autonomy considers international 

institutions to have some levels of impact on decision-making, since institutions are structural 

modifiers, and these modifiers can in turn shape the behaviours of states. Behaviour has some 

impacts on international interactions of states, but interaction cannot be described as 
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behaviour in its entirety, as interaction is more situational and incorporates structural impacts 

to a larger degree (Thies, 2010:698). 

 

2.2.1 Concept of strategic autonomy 

Strategic autonomy was developed from the proposed EU grand strategy in 2016. The concept 

can be understood as an idea where the EU should decide on its own foreign- and security 

policies. It has been described as a way to independently conduct and develop defensive 

capabilities without assistance from the US. Some examples of usages that a strategic 

autonomy has is the ability to conduct expeditionary warfare and territorial defensive 

missions (Meijer & Brooks, 2021:8). Strategic autonomy has created a framework for how the 

EU’s ambitions concerning its security and foreign policy should look like in the near future 

(Koenig, 2020:1-2). An EU strategic autonomy is expected to influence the development of 

an EU grand strategy and the approaches from Germany and France. 

The strategic autonomy can be set up as a complement to the wishes of other states or be 

entirely independent of outside influences, depending on how much of a strategic autonomy is 

to be implemented. A strategic autonomy is a gradual process of working towards reducing 

the EU’s reliance on its foreign partners, rather than developing a completely autonomous 

EU. The idea is to strengthen the EU’s self-reliance, thereby reducing any security risks that 

can occur from the partnership with the US. The Europeanist advocates that EU revert the 

outsourcing of the member states’ militaries to NATO, which has occurred since the EU’s 

foundation. As of this writing, there are many member states of the EU that are still reliant on 

NATO for their protection from outside threats (Lippert., et al, 2019:5). 

Strategic autonomy is a concept that can be applied to multiple theoretical frameworks, 

especially the political theory of structural realism. Strategic autonomy leans more towards 
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the defensive realist theory, as its purpose is to safeguard national security rather than be a 

result of a power struggle. The idea of becoming more strategically autonomous, shows a 

higher correlation to the idea of ensuring state survival to foreign threats, than a power-

maximising act of balancing towards the US. The features of the transatlantic ties have been 

described as structural and it reflects the current US hegemonic power in the world. The 

transatlantic ties are an effect of the current international structure where the US leads a 

unipolar world, and the EU is one of its main partners (Tocci, 2021:4). The concept of 

strategic autonomy is a proposed change to this international structure, where the EU is 

asymmetrically lacking in defence in relation to the US. The idea for a grand strategy has 

been described as an international structure that aims to fill a potential US disengagement in 

the EU. If international structures change, there may be a power vacuum as a left over and a 

strategic autonomy of the EU has been a way to retain structural power (Tocci, 2021:16-18). 

The introduction of the idea in the 2016 Global Strategy can be an indication that there is a 

structural pressure from within the EU to implement a strategic autonomy (Mogherini, 2016). 

Strategic autonomy can be used as a concept for an analysis together with the structural realist 

logics of reasoning. While the EU does not seek to create a centralised European army, the 

member states should instead seek closer defensive cooperation between them, where the EU 

would coordinate those efforts. Strategic autonomy is a sort of bandwagoning, where weaker 

states will work together to reduce the influence of hegemonic states. This bandwagoning 

provides the states with increased autonomy and a strategic autonomy of the EU does not 

provide a direct challenge to the US as it will continue to remain a reliable partner. Strategic 

autonomy would not be considered to be the result of the realist assumption of balancing as 

the idea of a strategic autonomy does not seek to challenge the US hegemonial role in the 

world, but rather reduce NATO’s role in Europe. If a state is content with an international 
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hegemonic structure, it will want to look for ways to increase its autonomy within the system 

(Harknett & Yalcin, 2012:516). 

A strategic autonomy is the idea of both internally and externally balancing in response to 

being within an anarchic world. International politics has therefore been described as a 

struggle for autonomy, in which a strategic autonomy is a result of this struggle from the 

perspectives of the member states of the EU (Harknett & Yalcin, 2012:519). It is considered 

natural for the EU to want to reduce its dependence on the US, as it is a rational option to 

strive for. Smaller nations are incentivised to approach hegemonic nations such as the US and 

its security alliance of NATO. More powerful revisionist nations are more reluctant in abiding 

to a security framework of a hegemonic nation, and it is in their best self-interests to develop 

their own military capabilities (Schweller & Priess, 1997:13). 

Based on structural realist interpretation of strategic autonomy, the EU is not the dominant 

decision-maker when it comes to security policy within the EU. The EU is only an institution 

that can support the member states and help them achieve successful negotiations between 

themselves. The role of the EU as a negotiator can be linked to the realist belief that states are 

the most influential actors in international relations and that institutions are only created by 

the states to support their cause. Institutions are powerless and illegitimate without the 

necessary level of approval of states (Schweller & Priess, 1997:3). While the EU is a unique 

actor within international relations and more powerful than other institutions, it is still a 

channel that helps states with implementing their global objectives. 

This research will operationalise the concept of strategic autonomy into two different 

categories: structural impact of the international system and the structural impact of 

international alliances. The first choice is based on the structural realist logic that the 

international system can affect a state’s intentions, while the second choice is based on the 
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importance of international alliances and how states will choose to bandwagon. These two 

categories will help the explanation of strategic autonomy and how it impacts the decision-

making of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy. 

 

3. Method 

The method chapter will describe the approach in answering the research questions. To begin 

with, the research design will be presented, where there will be a motivation for the 

qualitative approach of the paper. The method for the use of the political theoretical 

frameworks of constructivism and structural realism will be discussed and presented. The 

concepts that are tied to these theoretical frameworks are strategic culture and strategic 

autonomy, and their usage for the analysis will also be presented. The comparative case study 

research design of Germany and France will be motivated and explained in detail in how 

these two nations will be used in the analysis. 

The next step of the method chapter is to describe the analytical method of a content analysis 

and how this will be implemented. Furthermore, the method chapter will describe the material 

that will be used for this study and why this research will use the chosen materials. There will 

be a discussion of the limitations that the methodological choices of the research may have. 

The importance of validity and reliability will be underlined and there will be an explanation 

to how this research will keep these two factors in mind so that a proper analysis can be made. 

 

3.1 Research design 

3.1.1 Qualitative approach 

The research will use a qualitative analysis as a method for interpreting the strategic cultures 

and the perspectives of strategic autonomy in Germany and France. While a quantitative 



  

 

28 

 

method is sufficient in analysing large quantities of data and thereby reducing the risk for 

error, some areas of studies within social science need a deeper investigation on a smaller 

scale. Qualitative methods emphasise more on life-worlds, in which emotions, motivations, 

meanings and symbols can illustrate the behaviour of actors in certain situations (Lune & 

Berg, 2017:20). 

By identifying and interpreting patterns in the behaviours of Germany and France, it should 

be possible to achieve an illustration of how their strategic cultures can explain the direction 

that an EU grand strategy will take. It should also be possible to see if the structural 

implication of a strategic autonomy can change an EU grand strategy. Interpretivism suggests 

that social meanings can only be understood by interpreting what has been said. Analysations 

can never be fully objective as all researchers are affected by discourses that can affect their 

interpretations of qualitative data. There may be different outcomes depending on who is 

interpreting the data. However, interpretivism offers a good framework for a discussion and it 

can provide different perspectives as there are no single truths. There is always a risk for 

partiality, although the use of multiple theoretical frameworks such as structural realism and 

constructivism can reduce the possibility of ruling out crucial information (Lowndes et al., 

2018:190-191). 

 

3.1.2 Comparative case study 

The choice of method is a comparative analysis, where Germany and France are compared to 

each other. This paper will make use of an interpretative approach since it is a valid method 

for analysing the perspectives of Germany and France. The logic of comparison is the idea of 

comparing two cases to better understand a social phenomenon. This research design is 

commonly used in cross-cultural and cross-national research, where it is common to compare 

different values systems, traditions, lifestyles, among other things. A comparative design 
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works well in identifying similarities and differences between two subjects of analysation and 

it has been used well for these purposes. Comparative research needs to study two contrasting 

social phenomena during the same time-frame, since verified conclusions cannot be made 

otherwise. Qualitative comparative research may be either cross-cultural or cross-national. 

This paper will use a cross-national form of research since it will explore the similarities and 

differences in strategic culture and perceptions of strategic autonomy between Germany and 

France in their approach to an EU grand strategy (Bryman, 2016:64-65). 

Comparability must be carefully reflected upon as the actions and behaviour of Germany and 

France may not be representable of the actions of other EU member states. It cannot be taken 

for granted that the attitudes of Germany and France are representable choices of the EU 

member state attitudes towards grand strategy. However, the decision-makers of Germany 

and France are humans and human behaviour is considered to be somewhat predictable where 

it tends to follow certain patterns. The behavioural patterns of Germany and France could be 

different to EU member states, but it is still possible that these patterns are representative of 

the attitudes within the EU. Comparability could state that the attitudes of Germany and 

France are representative to a wider population. An analysis of other states within the EU 

would not provide the research with much more information than what is already investigated 

in this study. It should still be noted that a comparison of other EU member states could 

provide alternative conclusions, although they are not necessary to draw sufficient 

conclusions (Lune & Berg, 2017:178). 

A comparison of the perspectives that Germany and France have on an EU grand strategy will 

be analysed from two separate angles. This will be done since political theories can have 

opposing explanations to how Germany and France view grand strategy differently and a 

comparison of these theories would better illustrate the causes of effect. 
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3.2 Method of analysis 

3.2.1 Theoretical framework 

The political framework of constructivism will provide insights on the strategic cultures of 

Germany and France and how their cultural attitudes can provide an explanation on their 

approaches to an EU grand strategy. This approach will need to analyse patterns of the 

strategic cultures of both nations and any changes in patterns will be interpreted and discussed 

and the implications of these changes will be reflected upon. This will be done by looking at 

ideology and political culture, as well as the international relationships of Germany and 

France. The political theory of structural realism will analyse how a strategic autonomy can 

affect the outcome to a nation's attitude towards an EU grand strategy. The focus for this 

analytic approach will be how strategic autonomy and its structural impact shape France’s and 

Germany’s perceptions of an EU grand strategy. The international structures that will be 

investigated in the analysis are international alliances and the international system. Strategic 

autonomy will be discussed to see how it can affect the behaviour of Germany and France in 

regard to an EU grand strategy. The presented qualitative data will be interpreted with 

structural realist assumptions of state intentions. 

Political concepts are often used within theoretical frameworks for analysis, as they are the 

building blocks that can provide additional explanations of social science. While theoretical 

frameworks can analyse social sciences to a large degree, political concepts can be 

complements in understanding additional areas of social science (Bryman, 2016:151). By 

operatively defining a concept, the meaning of it can be shaped according to a researcher’s 

needs. Not all scholars may agree with the use of a concept in a way that a study has defined 

it, although that does not hinder its usage. The usage of a concept in such a way is acceptable 

if the effectiveness of the concept in the research is proven (Lune & Berg, 2017:32). The 
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concepts of strategic culture and strategic autonomy will be used to provide further insights 

into Germany’s and France’s approach to grand strategy. Strategic culture can be linked to the 

constructivist ideas of the impacts of culture on actor behaviour. Strategic autonomy can be 

applicable to multiple theoretical frameworks, although this paper will only analyse it from a 

structural realist perspective. 

 

3.2.3 Content analysis 

While this research will make use of a comparative design, it will also use a qualitative 

content analysis as a method for analysis. A content analysis suggests that a researcher must 

be objective and study the content of communication that can be found in the chosen 

materials (Bryman, 2016:289). A content analysis suggests that the data-gathering process 

needs to go through certain steps for the research to remain structured. The first step is to 

collect the data and add it to the research (Lune & Berg, 2017:184). Data for this research will 

be collected from both primary and secondary sources, making use of both existing 

assumptions, as well as the contribution of new. The next step involves including a 

categorisation of the data into themes (Lune & Berg, 2017:184). This research will make use 

of the constructivist and structural realist theoretical frameworks, and the related concepts of 

strategic culture and strategic autonomy will focus the theoretical reasoning to how these 

explains the different approaches to grand strategy. After that, all gathered materials are 

sorted in the defined categories, where it is possible to discover patterns and correlations that 

can be examined (Lune & Berg, 2017:184). This research will sort these materials based on 

how these relate to strategic culture and strategic autonomy, as well as the operationalised 

categories. The research will then be divided into two separate areas of analysis, one for 

Germany and another for France. The implications of the factors that shape their attitudes 

towards grand strategy will then be analysed. The final step is to create comparisons with 
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other previous research for the subject and establish a generalisation of the examined results 

(Lune & Berg, 2017:184). This comparison will be done in the findings section after the 

analysis of Germany and France. This research will focus on analysing the strategic cultures 

in Germany and France and how these affect their approaches to an EU grand strategy. 

Furthermore, this research will focus on how the concept of strategic autonomy can be used to 

explain Germany’s and France’s approaches to a grand strategy. The research will follow 

these steps to make sure that the research has a clear structure and that all identified patterns 

are properly examined. 

 

3.2.4 Structure of the analysis 

The analysis for Germany and France will be divided into three main sections. First, Germany 

and France will be divided into two different areas of presentation to clearly separate them. 

This will reduce the risk for any mix up of the analytical assumptions for each nation. 

Secondly, Germany and France will be analysed from two conceptual perspectives each: 

strategic culture and strategic autonomy. These concepts will be presented as subsections to 

the main sections which are “Germany’s perception of grand strategy” and “France’s 

perception of grand strategy”. When interpreting the data, it is important that the 

interpretation should be as close as possible to the visions of those actors that will be 

identified. To get the best results, it is important to have the picture that the social world is 

identified through the minds of the investigated actors. This will provide an understanding of 

how they choose to act under certain situations (Bryman, 2016:391-392). 

The strategic cultures of Germany and France are shaped based on their historical political 

cultures and ideologies, as well as international alliances. By providing an understanding of 

the strategic cultures of Germany and France, the analysis will provide insights to their 

perceptions of an EU grand strategy. The perceptions of Germany and France to an EU grand 
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strategy can also be further explained by using the concept of strategic autonomy. Strategic 

autonomy can transform the international structure and it can explain how Germany and 

France approaches an EU grand strategy. These two separate ways to analyse an EU grand 

strategy will be compared in the “findings and discussion” section, where the research 

questions will be answered and the findings will be discussed. 

 

3.3 Material 

As this research will use a content analysis and comparative research design as method, 

selected materials that are to be used to analyse grand strategy, needs to be adapted to these 

methods. Content analysis is a flexible method that allows multiple approaches to analyse 

qualitative content and it can be used to analyse speeches, documents, and other means of 

communication. The material can therefore be selected based on how a content analysis is 

suggested to gather the data. When using strategic culture and strategic autonomy for 

Germany and France, the research study will make use of official sources, published materials 

by scholars within the field of study, as well as any webpages that are deemed as trustworthy 

so that the provided information in the analysis can be properly referred to. Official sources 

such as state documents, are often useful as research material as the content can usually be 

verified and the origins of the information can be traced. Despite the benefits that official 

documents have, there are two concerns with the usage of them. Fundamentally, all presented 

content may be biased in favour of the state and the presented arguments may be different to 

other sources. Gathered information should only be regarded as depictions of reality rather 

than true meanings of a reality (Bryman, 2016:552-553). 

Not all official documents are public, and some information can be inaccessible to the general 

public. It can be challenging to reach definitive conclusions when not all sources of 
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information are available as it can be that restricted content would have been beneficial to the 

research. While official documents have certain issues to them, they are still considered to be 

primary sources that are more trustworthy than most other sources of information. Non-

official websites can be questionable in terms of credibility, and these will only be used if 

necessary and with careful consideration. Furthermore, blogs and social media will not be 

used for this research as there is a high risk that they can be biased rather than being factual 

(Bryman, 2016:556-557). This research will make use of academic articles and books, as well 

as official sources in the form of websites and documents. This usage of published material, 

together with the use of official material, can provide the research with complementary 

benefits, reducing the risks as well in making use of the strengths that both materials have. 

Documents are authentic if evidence is genuine and can be retraced back to its origins. 

Whether the authors of the documents are the original editors or not needs to be identified. It 

may be problematic if the original documents are heavily edited, as their edit may reach other 

conclusions than what the original author did (Bryman, 2016:546-548). To limit the risks of 

this issue, this research will be mindful on using material that has other authors than the 

original editors.   

Documents are credible if their assumptions are reliable and there is no error in the provided 

information. The accuracy of the documents needs to be accounted for and they need to be 

fact checked so that the author’s own personal opinions are not presented, or that important 

facts are left out which provides a non-holistic analysis that is as biased as if the author shared 

his own views. It is necessary to have a critical attitude and a high level of scepticism when 

analysing documents as it can never be guaranteed that everything stated in the documents are 

correct. It is simpler to verify established authors than those who are not (Bryman, 2016:546-

548). While it may not always be clear what authors are considered as established, this study 



  

 

35 

 

will fact check all source material and a proper comparison to other available sources will 

reduce the risk of referring to incorrect information. 

Documents also need to have a certain degree of representativeness where they have similar 

assumptions to other documents of their kind. It should always be noted that the voices of 

women are often underrepresented in documents as there are structural issues regarding 

gender norms, for publishing informative materials. When analysing historical documents, it 

is often the voices of men that are heard which leads to an overrepresentation of male 

perspectives. While the situation has improved for women, a difference may still be seen in 

smaller scales. This research will mostly use more recently published documents, thereby 

reducing the risk that only the voices of men will be heard and not that of women. To have a 

proper representation, this research will also use the perceptions of women (Bryman, 

2016:546-548). 

All evidence must be well-defined and be comprehensible to the reader. There may be cases 

where authors miss out on certain information that can be crucial in understanding the bigger 

picture of what they are trying to illustrate. It should not be taken for granted that all readers 

have an already high understanding of the subject and the presentation of Germany and 

France and their approach to grand strategy need to be clearly outlined. This research will 

make sure that the provided information is highly readable, and that no important information 

is left out. 

 

3.4 Methodological limitations 

While qualitative research has its benefits, there are also potential risks that need to be kept in 

mind. One of the main risks with qualitative research is that it is difficult to replicate, due to 

the interpretivist nature of the research. The characteristics of the researcher can affect the 
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outcome of the data and it cannot be guaranteed that another researcher would interpret the 

same results using the same materials. Another risk is the problem with generalisation, in 

which the findings of the study is difficult to generalise as the small sampling may not be 

representative in a larger population. Finally, qualitative research lacks transparency as it can 

be difficult for researchers to prove how cases were chosen and these choices were analysed a 

certain way (Bryman, 2016:398-399). 

Although this study does not aim to develop a new field of study, it will likely contribute to 

existing research by analysing the situation from alternate perspectives. Strategic culture will 

focus on the international relationships of Germany and France, and how the political cultures 

and ideologies that can explain their attitudes towards an EU grand strategy. The method for 

strategic autonomy will focus on the international system and international alliances and how 

they can be used to explain the approaches to grand strategy of Germany and France. The 

selected time-period for analysing strategic culture is from the time of June 2016 to April 

2022. Due to the limited scope of this study, other member states of the EU will not be 

included in this research. While these nations may have other interests compared to Germany 

and France, they will not be presented due to the large number of member states that each 

have their own national interests and culture. 

 

3.5 Validity and reliability 

When analysing data when in a qualitative content analysis, it is important that authenticity, 

credibility, representativeness, and meaning are validated before they are used. Researchers 

consider that there are two crucial aspects that need to be addressed for research to be 

accepted by the academic community and these are: validity and reliability. Both elements 

can be further divided into external and internal attributes. Internal validity concerns the idea 
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of what is being observed and measured is the same as what the researcher is supposed to 

measure. External validity is the question of generalisation, if what has been provided by the 

research can be applicable to multiple settings and not just one. External reliability is the 

question to what degree research can be replicated if it would be studied again by another 

researcher. Internal reliability can be accepted if multiple scholars and sources can agree that 

what has been stated is true (Bryman, 2016:383-384). There exist other additional elements in 

addition to validity and reliability, but being attentive to validity and credibility should be 

enough to maintain the overall quality of this research (Bryman, 2016:386-387). 

In qualitative research there may be questions to how a researcher has reached their 

conclusions, as researchers may have different approaches to how they choose to conduct a 

content analysis. This risk is almost impossible to ignore, but this research will do its best in 

ensuring the interpretations are objective and that the conclusions are based on the theoretical 

perspectives instead of being based on opinions. By maintaining a high degree of objectivity 

in the analysis and conclusions of how Germany and France approach an EU grand strategy, it 

is possible for future researchers to draw similar conclusions to this study.  

 

4. Grand strategy in the EU 

To set the case for the analysis, the development process towards a grand strategy of the EU 

will be presented and discussed. Strategic culture in the EU is a form of culture that makes up 

the idea of a “preventative engagement” (Cornish & Edwards, 2005:814). This is defined as a 

sort of preventive diplomacy that fosters closer cooperation between the European member 

states and it is built on a social agreement that aims to prevent dysfunction in joint security 

policy (Cornish & Edwards, 2005:814). 
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To establish a common identity between the member states, the EU has presented its 

Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). This aims to unify the strategic cultures of the 

member states into a single European strategic culture, a process of Europeanisation. 

Differences in strategic cultures could explain why the member states are not fully supporting 

a strategic autonomy of the EU. A common grand strategy of the EU may be able to gradually 

harmonise the strategic cultures of its member states (Howorth, 2014:32). Due to the different 

options to how grand strategy can be formulated, there will be a presentation of what types of 

grand strategies that the EU is currently discussing. 

 

4.1 Development of an EU grand strategy 

The Maastricht Treaty of 1998 is considered to be the first step towards a potential grand 

strategy of the EU. The treaty was followed by separate treaties shortly after, which led to 

increased efforts to work towards a grand strategy. The European Defence Fund was 

established to coordinate military expenditure of the member states more efficiently. The new 

decision helped establish a strategic culture within the union where there has been a rising 

level of discussions of strengthening military cooperation and expenditures (Stan, 2020:18-

19). This developed further into an official ambition of the EU with the creation of the 2016 

Global Strategy. The 2016 Global Strategy did not explicitly state that the EU must strive for 

a strategic autonomy, but it defines the concept as an idea that the EU can strive towards, if it 

wishes to maintain its security and strengthen its self-sufficiency (Mogherini, 2016). Strategic 

autonomy is a major factor in enhancing the integrity of the EU and fostering cooperation 

between its member states. 

The 2016 Global Strategy has set up goals that the EU should strive to achieve soon to 

improve its well-being. The document has listed multiple areas where the EU should increase 
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its participation to protect its strategic interests (Mogherini, 2016). Notable examples of this 

are the spread of law of rule and democratic governance in the neighbouring areas, a stronger 

integrated security of the union, participation in peace-making processes and cooperation with 

other great powers in global issues (Mogherini, 2016). The 2016 Global Strategy underlines 

the EU’s commitment to continue to cooperate with NATO and promote global governance. 

The ambition to implement a grand strategy is stated as being a way to serve the interests of 

all member states of the EU and making sure that differences are set aside to make all member 

states work together in protecting the EU (Mogherini, 2016:4-5). 

The 2016 Global Strategy analysis the importance of a new European security order both 

from a security perspective, but also from an economic- and diplomatic perspective. The 

document mentions the importance of achieving sustainable energy production as well as 

fostering a stable business environment, without reliance on foreign states for their functions 

(Mogherini, 2016). Many member states within the EU are heavily reliant on the US military 

aid and most of their military purchases come from American manufacturers. The EU does 

currently not have a military production of its own that can rival that of the US and many 

member states may be reluctant to cancel their established ties in purchasing American 

military equipment (Fiott, 2018). The EU would need to increase its own military production 

which needs to be coordinated between its member states. Those that purchase American 

military equipment will need to support such a change. 

 

4.2 Potential grand strategies of the EU 

The European member states can be divided into four different groups in how a new grand 

strategy should be formulated. These are the EU neutralists, Europeanists, transatlantics and 

civilian power EU (Vennesson, 2010:58). 
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The EU neutralists suggest that a grand strategy should not be linked to either the US or any 

other foreign power. The Europeanist EU grand strategy states that a non-reliance of NATO is 

crucial for the EU. Trans-Atlanticism believes that the American presence in Europe is vital 

in maintaining stability and deterring foreign aggression. Civilian power EU emphasises the 

importance of promoting liberal values and democratic beliefs as a grand strategy, instead of 

developing an ability to use armed forces as a deterrence (Vennesson, 2010). 

EU-neutralism states that the EU should not have a grand strategy that should be linked to 

neither the US nor any other foreign power. To preserve peace and prosperity, the EU should 

not interfere in global affairs and should solely focus on developing relations between its own 

member states and do what is best for its own citizens. The world order is believed to be a 

struggle for power where there always is a risk for war and destruction. Due to the inward 

attitude of the strategy, the main threats that are prioritised are those that may rise within the 

EU. Threats from terrorist groups, organised crime, unlawful immigration are believed to be 

more important matters that the EU should be focusing on. The traditionally neutral member 

states of the EU favour this approach, which are: Sweden, Finland, Austria, and Ireland 

(Vennesson, 2010:64-65). The EU should not aspire for its own defensive pact, like NATO, 

as such a pact may cause instability within the EU and tensions with other states.  

Europeanism, also known as Superpower EU, is a grand strategy that underlines the 

importance of autonomy and independence of the EU. This autonomy should be protected 

with the usage of power and the EU should take an active role in global power struggles. The 

EU relationship to the US should be balanced in relation to power. Proponents of this strategy 

do not believe that the EU competes with the US on an equal level regarding military power, 

as both sides continue to share similar values, making conflict between them unlikely 

(Vennesson, 2010:69-70). While NATO is a defensive pact that includes many European 

nation states, a European alliance pact without American leadership could prove to be more 
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effective as the EU can formulate defensive objectives from its own independent security 

perspectives. Most member states of the EU reject this approach as it could threaten European 

security if relations with the US are damaged (Vennesson, 2010:71). France could be seen as 

a proponent of this approach, although only to a lesser degree. 

Transatlanticism, also known as Euro-Atlanticism, sees the American presence in Europe as 

vital in maintaining stability and deterring foreign aggression. Many transatlantics believe that 

the EU should maintain strong ties to the US as both entities have a long history of close 

cooperation and similar values. The EU shares many global interests with the US and by 

continuing the reliance on American military support, the EU can ensure that these ties 

remain intact. With Brexit and the withdrawal of the UK from the EU, the grand strategy of 

transatlanticism has lost influence as a potential grand strategy, as the UK was one of the 

major proponents for this grand strategy. States that favour strong Atlantic ties are Denmark, 

the Netherlands, Poland, Hungary, Czechia, Bulgaria, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Romania, 

Slovakia, and Slovenia. (Vennesson, 2010:67-68). A creation of a grand strategy that would 

lead to the development of an independent European military is not feasible since many 

member states of the EU are already members of NATO. An alternative European alliance 

would have difficulty in replacing it. The lack of the EU’s ability to militarily deter foreign 

threats, reflects how proponents of this grand strategy favour a unipolar world. German 

security politics are shaped by its close ties to the US and Germany has been a major 

proponent of maintaining these ties (Overhaus, 2004:564). Therefore, Germany could be 

described as a leader of the transatlantic faction, in addition of it preferring a civilian power 

EU (Overhaus, 2004:553). 

Civilian power EU emphasises the importance of promoting liberal values and democratic 

beliefs as a grand strategy. The grand strategy suggests that the EU should be a prime 

example of a global actor that can provide trust and transparency as a role model for 
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democracy. Foreign aggression should be responded to through usage of diplomacy and law, 

and this can best be done with the EU being a sovereign actor that can act autonomously. 

American hegemony is respected as the EU would not seek to develop a military defence that 

could challenge it. With the exportation of European principles of laws of rule, the EU could 

be able to secure its neighbourhood and ensure that it does not pose a threat (Vennesson, 

2010:72-74). Germany can be defined as a civilian power but also as a supporter of 

transatlanticism (Smith, 2005:71). 

These groupings may be vague as some member states can have overlapping attitudes across 

multiple groups. However, the member states can more importantly be either Europeanist or 

transatlantic. The neutral approach to a grand strategy does not have the influence to shift the 

debate between the Europeanists and the transatlantics, as there are no major powers that 

support it. France is the leader of the Europeanist faction and Germany is the leader of the 

transatlantic faction. Germany and France have different strategic ambitions for a new grand 

strategy and this disagreement will need to be addressed if the EU wishes to implement a 

collective grand strategy. These nations do not share the same strategic cultures and they have 

different perspectives on the concept of strategic autonomy. 

 

5. Germany’s perception of grand strategy 

Germany is the most influential nation within the EU, which means that an investigation of its 

security decisions is crucial in understanding the direction that an EU grand strategy could 

take. Germany is a proponent of transatlanticism within the EU, where it strives towards 

maintaining its ties to NATO. The country is largely demilitarised, and it has been reluctant in 

increasing its military spend. Germany has instead hosted US military bases on its territory, 
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resulting in deeper diplomatic ties between Germany and the US, and economic benefits due 

to the spending of the stationed troops (Bowman & Hodges, 2020). 

 

5.1 Strategic culture 

5.1.1 Political culture and ideology 

German strategic culture is heavily influenced by its historical past, where the country 

remembers the effects that military usage had during the World Wars. The Third Reich was 

prepared to sacrifice millions of lives to pursue its goals. The change in strategic culture in 

West Germany after the events of the war added a restraint from using military means to 

foreign threats. Germany considered itself to be the frontline state in the defence of Western 

culture against the cultures of the East (Rynning, 2017:267-268). Strategic culture created the 

belief that Germany was morally right in its ambitions to create a global power with its centre 

in Berlin, as a strategic culture will always have social constructs that will develop with the 

aim of legitimising one’s views.  

The political scholar Hanns Maull described the West German strategic culture after WWII as 

being built on three pillars of “never again alone” (Vaïsse, 2012:97). The first pillar was West 

Germany’s rejection of its prior aggressive imperial tendencies, and the foreign policy of 

West Germany was replaced by peaceful diplomacy. The second pillar was the closer 

integration of West Germany towards its previous opponents the US, the UK and France. 

Lastly, the third pillar was the changed West German attitude towards foreign threats (Vaïsse, 

2012:98). The idea of never again alone affected West German attitude towards military 

security and guided it towards a new strategic culture. The economic aid that Germany 

received from the post-war US also changed the German norms to be more friendly towards 

other states (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2005). The new situation that Germany found itself in has 
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after WWII created a new identity for Germany, which provided room for new social 

constructs to be developed. These social constructs shaped the behaviour of West German 

leaders, causing them to act according to the norms that were appropriate for the time. Reality 

is based on perception, so a new reality was socially constructed as the result of changing 

political- and cultural patterns. 

After the German unification in 1990, with the inclusion of East Germany and its strategic 

culture into West Germany, the newly united Germany was divisive on what principle its new 

strategic culture should be based on (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2005:347). It was discussed whether 

the nation should be entirely demilitarised or if it should only focus on a limited sized 

defensive military that could only be used when necessary. This was the result of a strategic 

cultural conflict between two norms and there was no consensus between them. The wars in 

former Yugoslavia and the lack of foreign intervention to the atrocities, caused the left-wing 

parties to lose trustworthiness and the right-wing parties to attain the role in shaping the 

dominant strategic culture of Germany. This caused the never alone principle to achieve a 

dominant role in German society. However, proponents of the never again war principle 

remain in a significant minority among left-wing voters (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2005:347-348). 

The changes of the German strategic culture from militarist to pacifist, and then later to a 

mixture of both, is from a constructivist theoretical perspective a result of a change in 

dominant norms in Germany. As constructivists suggest that there are no natural laws that can 

dictate how a state should act, as a state will formulate its security preferences to what it 

perceives is most compatible with its norms. The conflict between the cultural beliefs of never 

again alone and never another war, were the results of different strategic cultures that did not 

have the same socially constructed realities. The totalitarian past of Germany that led to the 

two principles of never again alone and never again war, have largely affected the 

development of Germany’s strategic culture. The social constructs that affected the change of 
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Germany’s strategic culture, led the cultural focus to shift from a militaristic strategic culture 

to a more pacifist strategic culture.  

The prior use of military intervention was replaced by diplomatic- and economic solutions 

towards security threats. German foreign policy is influenced by its strategic culture. Any 

changes in Germany’s foreign policy requires a discussion within the Federal Constitutional 

Court. This threshold to change exists to make sure that new policies will not pose any 

security risks (Sperling & Kirchner, 2010:46). This is an underlying factor of German 

strategic culture, and the architecture has been described as problematic for Germany to 

accommodate international cultural shifts, both within the EU, as well as within other 

international entities (Maihold et al., 2021:8). 

A new strategic culture has developed since the German unification, and it is known as 

“Vergangenheitsbewältigung” (Kushner, 2019). It suggests that Germans must reconcile with 

their past and underlines the importance of continuing to not let actions of the past not 

negatively affect the future. Germany has experienced a significant shift in its strategic culture 

since its unification. This can be seen in the publication of its White Paper in 2016 where the 

world insecurity has led Germany to become increasingly critical of Russia’s global 

ambitions, where Russia is described as a strategic rival that is openly challenging the 

European peace order. The German government has suggested that Russia’s aggression needs 

to be met by responses from both NATO and the EU (Merkel & Von Der Leyen, 2016:31-32). 

The idea has affected the security policy directions of Germany, as the German government 

has also had the past in mind when deciding on security matters. The White Papers led to 

increased military expenditure of the German Armed Forces and on the overall territorial 

defence of Germany. The Russo-Georgian War in 2008 was met with distrust from the 

German population and, as a result, the German populace developed an increasingly anti-
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Russian attitude (Meijer & Brooks, 2021:21). This conflict can be described as a small 

precursor to the more significant Russo-Ukrainian War. 

As a response to the Russo-Ukrainian War in 2022, Germany made drastic changes to 

increase its military expenditure, causing a shift in its foreign- and defence policy. Germany 

has previously been reluctant in developing its defensive capabilities as a threat of war was 

negligible. It has now pledged to increase its military expenditure and reach the two percent 

target that all NATO members have agreed to meet, although not all of them have done so. 

Russia’s aggression and Germany’s dependency on Russia as a trading partner for natural gas 

and oil, caused it to reconsider its strategic choices. The recent change to Germany’s security 

policy has been mentioned in articles as an important step for European security and it may 

have implications for a more positive German attitude towards a Europeanist grand strategy 

of the EU (Palacio, 2022).  

The national leaders of Germany and their decision to strengthen the German security policy, 

could be perceived as being caused by the new geopolitical situation that was created from the 

war. A new political culture is rising within Germany, which is the result of a socialisation 

process where influential actors create new norms. As constructivism suggests, one cannot 

explain the actions of decisions, only interpret it in different ways, although a new 

geopolitical situation is one potential cause of Germany’s new perception of reality. 

Even though Germany had colonial ambitions during its time as an empire, it was 

unsuccessful in its attempts to become a major colonial power. The German military has 

never had a culture that has allowed it to engage in expeditionary warfare. Its sensitive past as 

the aggressor in WWII has developed a culture that is critical of rebuilding a strong 

independent military and the current American protection is preferable (Dyson, 2013:423). 

Modern day Germany considers the use of civilian power in the form of sanctions to be a 
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better alternative in deterring foreign aggression than using military deterrence. The strategic 

culture in Germany has led it to focus on pressuring other states with the use of its strong 

diplomatic- and economic power (Dyson, 2013:423). Germany has a strategic culture that 

prevents it from abandoning its focus on civilian measures to threats. Civilian measures 

include all non-military measures, such as diplomatic conflict resolutions and economic 

actions (Lippert., et al, 2019:20). 

German strategic culture does not deny that Germany is an economic hegemon, and Germany 

is unmatched by the other states within the EU in terms of economic power. Germany has 

developed a strategic culture that aspired to cooperative in hegemony with France, where the 

military capability of France should complement the economic strength of Germany. Both 

states should then jointly act on maintaining the security of the EU. A new social construct of 

German strategic culture would need to be developed if Germany is to change its preference 

for a transatlantic EU grand strategy. The strategic culture would need to be changed in a way 

that the citizens of Germany believe that the dependency to the US, and all what that implies, 

is no longer important. To understand the effects that strategic culture has on Germany and 

how it perceives an EU grand strategy, their strategic culture must be interpreted as a social 

construct. By understanding this construct, the actions of Germany can be understood. As 

constructivists never consider there to be a real world without human interference, the actions 

of Germany can be understood as being affected by its norms and social practices (Lowndes 

et al., 2018:79). 

 

5.1.2 International relationships 

Germany has been sceptical towards developing a Europeanist EU grand strategy that 

suggests a reduced reliance on NATO. It considers its participation in NATO as a guarantor 

for its independence and protection. However, there have been signs that the transatlantic 
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attitude of Germany towards a grand strategy may be changed. Germany is an example of a 

nation that has gradually changed its strategic culture in recent history. Its defeat in the two 

World Wars have caused major shifts in its strategic culture, where Prussian militarism has 

been replaced by a culture that seeks peaceful resolutions. The policy-makers in Germany 

used the opportunity to influence the public to adopt an economic and defensive-minded 

strategy (Howorth, 2014:123). 

West Germany joined NATO in 1955, which could be seen as a strategic cultural change 

where the new strategic culture suggested that the US was a close ally that could promote 

peace. Meanwhile, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and the neighbouring 

state of East Germany was a threat to the national integrity and the cultural attitudes of West 

Germany. This was due to the ideological differences between West- and East Germany, 

where the former was a new democratic liberal state, and the latter was a socialist 

authoritarian state (NATO, 2022). Culture and behaviour are correlated, so it can be assumed 

that the strategic cultures in West- and East Germany were different, due to their disregard for 

one another. The use of culture is more effective than the use of military means, as culture 

shape the behaviour of states, causing West Germany to adopt a grand strategy that favoured 

close transatlantic ties.  

Germany has been reluctant in developing its defensive capabilities as the government of 

Germany trusts NATO to support it in a crisis where military means will be necessary. 

Germany’s membership in NATO has led to the development of a defensive approach of its 

security policy. The economic dominance of Germany implies that everything that occurs in 

Germany in areas such as change in security policy, is crucial for the EU. Germany has 

prioritised its industries and export-driven economy when making decisions for its foreign 

policies. Its dominant strategic culture prevents it from shifting its focus to matters that can 

involve the use of its military (Morillas, 2021:5). The German strategic culture and its 
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preference to coordinate actions with its allies could be seen after Russia’s annexation of 

Crimea in 2014. Germany was very hesitant to follow suit with the other Western nations on 

economic sanctions, as trade was prioritised. After pressure Germany joined in on the 

sanctions towards Russia and this was due to the effects that German strategic culture has on 

maintaining close strategic cooperation with its allies (Vinik, 2014). 

The social construction of the German strategic culture is deeply embedded in German 

society. This is well described by constructivist assumptions of the effects that norms, ideas, 

and cultures can shape state behaviour in international politics. A change in course for 

Germany’s perception of an EU grand strategy would first require a change in its strategic 

culture, as it is the social construct that provides the range of options that are available to the 

German government (Lowndes et al., 2018:83). Germany has generally been positive towards 

a closer integration of the member states of the EU, but measures towards integration would 

need to be supported by the social constructs in Germany.  

A possible German support for a Europeanist EU grand strategy could happen, as a poll from 

2019 states that Germans have developed anti-American attitudes in recent years, while 

American attitudes towards Germans are increasingly positive. The main diverging attitudes 

are the use of military force, obligations under NATO and diplomatic relations to China and 

Russia (Poushter & Mordecai, 2020). This could be interpreted as a divergence between the 

strategic cultures in Germany and the US, which opens up the possibility that Germany could 

reconsider its aspirations for a transatlantic EU grand strategy. A change of the German 

security policy to being more autonomous from the US, could risk Germany repeating its 

mistake of being a major nation in a new war, whereas a reliance on another power restrains it 

from doing so. The mindful element of the past that shapes Germans strategic culture is 

expected to continue affecting an EU grand strategy. Strategic culture is always changing, 

although usually at a slow pace. Any significant changes to this attitude would require a major 
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shift in international politics, such as a complete US withdrawal from Europe or an escalation 

of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. A major situation is still not likely to change Germany’s 

close transatlantic ties, as Germany will expect NATO to continue its operations in Europe.  

The constructivist theoretical framework suggests that patterns should be possible to find in 

an analysis of a nation’s behaviour (Lowndes et al., 2018:80). Therefore, it is possible to find 

patterns in the behaviour of Germany during the post-war period. Germany’s refusal to side 

with France implementing a Europeanistic EU grand strategy reflects its norms. As anarchy is 

what states make of it, Germany can have different perceptions of how international alliances 

matter to them compared to France. Since the dominant norm can be perceived as the idea of 

never again alone, Germany is not willing to risk its transatlantic ties to NATO and the US, 

although Germany could be willing to make some concessions towards a more Europeanist 

EU grand strategy.  

 

5.2. Strategic autonomy 

5.2.1. Structural impact of the international system 

The German Armed Forces, known as the Bundeswehr, was founded after WWII. It was the 

successor to the former Armed Forces of Germany, the Wehrmacht (Maihold et al., 2021).  

The foundation of the newly established armed forces of Germany was on the onset of 

Germany’s entrance into NATO. Since its armed forces were founded during this time, its 

military operations and structure have been developed with NATO in mind. The Bundeswehr 

does not act independently without coordinating efforts with Germany’s allies (Maihold et al., 

2021:104). Germany does not have a large military as the presence of NATO military bases 

does not create an incentive to expand an autonomous military capability. Its focus has been 

on improving the EU’s ability to pressure other states using economic powers and diplomacy. 
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However, there have been signs that Germany has been increasingly positive to increase 

efforts to reduce reliance on American support. This is partly due to the Trump 

administration’s unwillingness to fully accommodate its European allies and the increasing 

friction has caused Germany to reflect on its policy (Stan, 2020:20-21). Furthermore, 

Germany does not have nuclear weapons of its own, although it hosts several American 

nuclear missiles on its territory. The lack of nuclear deterrence and a heavy reliance on 

American military protection prevents Germany from properly being able to deter foreign 

threats on its own (Kornprobst, 2015:282). 

Structural defensive realism suggests that it is costly to withdraw from a level of moderation 

in the international system. States have constant fears of dependency towards other more 

powerful states and a dependency is a barrier for cooperation, as it limits the ability for a state 

to increase its relative gain. However, the security of a state is a more important concern for a 

nation state than its dependency to another state. For Germany, the reliance on the US for its 

military protection is a dependency that Germany has accepted. However, Germany has not 

developed an alternative to NATO and its military does currently not have the resources to 

replace it unless there are major structural changes that imposes a change to the size of the 

military. 

Germany has stressed the importance of its membership in the EU and this stance is written in 

its constitution. Its membership in the EU is a part of its larger ambition for promoting world 

peace. The EU is perceived as being a guarantor of German sovereignty as it has provided the 

continent with peace since its foundation (Maihold et al., 2021:18). The close cooperation 

with the EU and its work towards peace, has allowed Germany to abolish its own military 

capacity to a large degree, thereby reducing Germany’s strategic autonomy. Despite the 

reduction of strategic autonomy, Germany has so far achieved better utility gains by 
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integrating itself closer towards the EU and NATO, reaping the advantages of both 

organisations. 

Unlike many other influential powers in the world, Germany does not have its own nuclear 

arsenal. Germany has signed the Treaty of Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, where it 

has pledged to not contribute to the spread of nuclear weapons. The German stance on nuclear 

weapons was first stated in the Treaty of Unification from 1990, where Germany has agreed 

that it will not possess its own nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons of mass destruction 

(Meier, 2020:76-77). Germany lacks a nuclear umbrella, unless it retains close ties to the US, 

as Germany hosts American nuclear weapons on its territory. The need to provide national 

security via the access to a nuclear umbrella is a major input on Germany’s approach to grand 

strategy. 

There are two factors that have been identified that led to the start of the security debate in the 

EU, where Germany has had a major role in the debate. The first factor was the American 

partly withdrawal from Europe in which the US reduced the number of stationed NATO 

troops in Europe. Germany is positive about the presence of the NATO army bases in 

Germany since it provides many economic benefits, due to work opportunities in the 

surrounding regions, on top of the military protection (Rynning 2005:25). The issue of NATO 

troops in Germany, initiated discussions in the EU about the future of European security and 

since Germany is the most influential state in Europe, this structural change is impacting the 

EU grand strategy. The reduced number of stationed NATO troops in the EU has left the idea 

of strategic autonomy as a more plausible goal for Germany to aspire to. The second factor 

was the German government’s effort to tie the rising influence of Germany with more 

institution-building in the EU (Rynning 2005:25). The rising power of Germany would 

suggest that the increased unwillingness of US to be involved in European affairs has allowed 

Germany to increase its miliary power and the need for institutions to solve the security for 
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Germany may not be as necessary in the future. Germany would however be sceptical 

towards a full Europeanist strategic autonomy, as it would lose the protection of the NATO 

and US nuclear shield and as well remove the important threshold towards again being a 

powerful independent military power. 

Since Germany does not have a strong army, as it had during the pre-war period, it requires a 

high level of reliance on outside military protection, where Germany places its trust on 

NATO. The end of the Cold War led to Germany not having any potential foreign threats to 

its national security, as Germany is surrounded by its NATO allies and other EU member 

states. Germany has close trade ties with Russia and with a dependency of imported natural 

gas. However, the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War has led to changes to the German foreign 

security policy, where the German government has stated plans to increase its military 

expenditure to two percent of its gross domestic product (GDP). The close ties with Russia 

have been announced to be changed with sanctions short term and other energy alternatives 

long term. One concern has been that Russia would use its natural gas exports as pressure to 

accept its geopolitical and territorial demands (Marksteiner, 2022).  

The concept of strategic autonomy suggests that Germany has acted rationally in importing 

natural gas from Russia since it provided Germany with utility benefits. However, structural 

realism suggests that national security is the most important aim of nation states and this will 

overshadow utility benefits. Germany has already started a debate concerning its energy 

import because of the pressures from the EU, which was developed from the structural 

changes in form of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War in the EU’s security environment (Lewis 

& McCool, 2022). If Germany improves its position of power in the world, such as by 

increasing its military expenditure, it will also aim to develop more autonomy-seeking 

policies (Sperling & Kirchner, 2010:45). The concept of strategic autonomy from a structural 
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realist perspective suggests that this is due to Germany’s rational behaviour to increase its 

influence and strengthen its own security  

The German government has not stated that Germany’s security policy should be rewritten 

and that the only changes that will be made are the pledges to increase the capacity of the 

German Armed Forces to the level that NATO has asked for. The changes in the international 

structure that the war has contributed to, has strengthened Germany’s security efforts, but not 

its outspoken intentions. It is unlikely that Germany would want to aspire for the structural 

change that a Europeanist strategic autonomy would mean. Germany considers itself to be a 

guardian of the interests of the smaller states in the EU and it expects support from the 

smaller member states (Lippert., et al, 2019:10-11). If the smaller member states would lose 

the ability to influence security decisions in the EU, they would be more critical towards 

defensive measures in the EU. Germany would then lose its place as a guardian of the 

interests of the smaller member states. 

For Germany to reach the best outcome during a creation of an EU grand strategy, it would 

want the EU to continue to have a decentralised structure that is reliant on the US and NATO 

as a security guarantor. Due to Germany’s close transatlantic ties and non-powerful military, 

it has bandwagoned towards the US. A Europeanist EU grand strategy would provide 

Germany with an uncertainty whether it would provide the same level of protection to the 

national security of Germany. Germany would need to cooperate with France if it wanted to 

strive for a Europeanist strategic autonomy. Germany’s relations to the US are already 

invested in and the US has a better chance to secure the national security of Germany due its 

more powerful military force. While France also has a large military, Germany would need to 

investment to coordinate its military with France and the French army is less powerful than 

that of the US, which also proves the rationality of Germany to continue its close transatlantic 
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ties. The French nuclear arsenal is perceived as too small in ensuring the national security of 

Germany (Meier, 2020:76). 

  

5.2.2. Structural impact of international alliances 

Germany has close bilateral relations to the US, as part of its inclusion in NATO. The 

agreement concerning the hosting of American nuclear weapons on German territory, is 

crucial to ensuring the sovereignty of Germany. The existence of the nuclear arsenal acts as a 

deterrence to foreign threats. The German security policy has lifted the importance of nuclear 

weapons as a deterrent, despite Germany being a relatively demilitarised nation itself. The 

hosting of US nuclear weapons allows Germany to receive intelligence information from its 

allies about decisions concerning their nuclear weapons (Meier, 2020:78-79). Germany hosts 

US military bases and the presence of the US in the country has allowed Germany to achieve 

relative gains, as it has provided Germany with protection of its national security, without 

having the responsibility of being a nuclear power, or having to field a strong conventional 

army. A European strategic autonomy could mean that Germany would lose access to the 

option of nuclear deterrence as the US can decide to return their nuclear arsenal to the US. 

Germany states that a strategic autonomy should be complementary to NATO, and this 

suggests that Germany has its own interests in mind. 

In an international structure where the hegemonial state of the US seek to protect its 

hegemony against other states, Germany aspires to be under the security umbrella that NATO 

provides. Germany’s non-participation in possessing nuclear weapons can be described as an 

unwillingness in challenging the hegemonial power and instead seeking to cooperate with it 

through bandwagoning. Despite a strong reliance on the US for ensuring the survivability of 

the German state, Germany is still considered to act rationally and continues to pursue its own 

interests as well. The political structures of Germany drive it towards being critical towards a 
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Europeanist strategic autonomy, as it considers its relations to the US as necessary for its 

continued survival. Germany’s wish for the EU is to develop a grand strategy based on 

transatlanticism.  

Germany’s participation in NATO enables it to receive military support and access to nuclear 

weapons, despite not having any of its own. The reliance on the US for ensuring the national 

security of Germany, is a strong factor for Germany in wanting to retain its transatlantic ties. 

An alternative to the transatlantic deterrence in Germany would be a Euro-deterrence, where a 

Europeanist strategic autonomy influencing the EU grand strategy would coordinate the 

member states of the EU so that their united forces would deter foreign threats (Meier, 

2020:77). A Europeanist strategic autonomy and such a deterrence would mean a closer 

integration of the Franco-German cooperation. This cooperation would be necessary for a 

Europeanist strategic autonomy of the EU to work as a division between Germany and France 

would not provide a credible strategic autonomy alternative to NATO. 

It is not suggested that Germany has focused on the structural realist idea of balancing, as the 

US is not a threat to the national security of Germany, and it will not be rational in opposing 

it. The German ties to the US are better described as a bandwagon, since Germany is less 

influential than the US and there exists powerful political structures within Germany that 

consolidate this bond. It would not be feasible for Germany to risk its close relationship with 

the US for a Europeanist strategic autonomy of the EU, as it would need to rework a 

significant part of its security policy and international political stance. Due to the close 

diplomatic relations between Germany and the US, and the lack of a close persistent threat to 

Germany, it is considered a rational behaviour for Germany to be critical towards upsetting 

the hegemonic state of the US in Europe. 
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The behaviour of the German government suggests that it does not believe that the EU could 

complement NATO, as a Europeanist strategic autonomy risk damaging an already working 

international structure (Lippert., et al, 2019:7). While there are currently no intentions for 

Germany to support a Europeanist grand strategy, the rebuilding of the German security 

forces has already made it more strategically autonomous from the US. An EU grand strategy 

can be a more plausible goal than ever to achieve, although Germany will need to review the 

new international structures that the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War has contributed to and what 

are the necessary steps forward. However, this does not indicate that Germany is willing to 

change its commitments to NATO and is still expected to favour a transatlantic EU grand 

strategy.  

  

5.3.  Conclusion 

Germany has a strategic culture that prevents it from abandoning its focus on civilian 

measures to threats. Even though Germany does not entirely oppose a Europeanist EU grand 

strategy, it is not willing to reduce its ties with NATO. The historical past of Germany has 

created a strategic culture that is continuing to oppose any attempts of an EU grand strategy 

where the transatlantic ties are abandoned in favour of a Europeanist grand strategy. The 

strategic culture of never again alone managed to triumph over the opposing culture of never 

another war, which means that the German government is open to developing its own military 

capabilities within the military alliance of NATO. However, Germany is only willing to do 

this as a member, rather than a leader within a military alliance, as it still believes that the 

state requires a strong form of restrictions and thresholds in everything related to security. It is 

assumed that this can be best done within a transatlantic alliance. 
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The concept of strategic autonomy suggests that the attitude of Germany is mostly driven by 

international structures and state interactions. These structures have caused Germany to prefer 

a transatlantic EU grand strategy, as Germany has from the start of its reconstruction been 

integrated towards the security framework of NATO and its system of nuclear deterrence. The 

German military is largely integrated into this security framework, as the prior independent 

military of the Third Reich has been disbanded. Even though the EU’s integratory structure is 

widely supported by Germany, the survival of the state is more important, and a Europeanist 

EU grand strategy is not guaranteed to provide the same level of assurance compared to that 

of a transatlantic EU grand strategy. The current international structure where the hegemonial 

power of the US leads a military defensive alliance, NATO, is difficult for Germany to break 

from as it has invested in bandwagoning towards it. A withdrawal could threaten the most 

important ambition for a state, which is to maintain national security, whereas the 

consequences of a Europeanist EU grand strategy could prove to be too costly and with 

insufficient relative gains. The change of the international structures in the wake of the Russo-

Ukrainian War in 2022, has proven that Germany could further invest in its national security 

by increasing its military expenditure, as well as deterring foreign powers with the 

complementing NATO nuclear weapons of the US, that are stationed in Germany. 

  

6. France’s perception of grand strategy 

France is another influential nation in the EU, in terms of economy, diplomacy and military 

capability. France is the primary proponent of a Europeanist EU grand strategy, and it has a 

strong sense of pride in its security policy and has maintained a strong and capable military 

force. France also has its own nuclear arsenal which illustrates its wish to be autonomous. The 

EU has become a target for French ambitions, to transform it into an entity that could provide 

its own military defence, one that does not need to rely on NATO. France has not allowed 
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NATO military bases on its territory, and has repeatedly criticised US leadership within the 

organisation. France also continues to have colonial possessions across the world, which 

makes it a global power that needs to consider other parts of the world, in addition to Europe. 

  

6.1. Strategic culture 

6.1.1. Political culture and ideology 

French strategic culture has long been influenced by the idea that France is a great power, 

with territories across the globe. The strategic culture was developed from the belief that 

France has lost its greatness that it had prior to WWII. French foreign policy has since been 

shaped by the idea that having a strong determination and a high level of ambition is enough 

to eventually turn France into a great power again. This aspiration is believed to be best 

reached by France developing its own military capabilities without allowing itself to be reliant 

on other states and organisations, such as the US and NATO. The strategic culture in France 

was partly developed from the policies of Charles De Gaulle, who was the President of France 

during the post-war period after WWII. De Gaulle believed that France should strive towards 

being an influential global power, where this would be most preferably done with West 

Germany (Sperling & Kirchner, 2010:22). The characteristics of De Gaulle and his leadership 

is believed to have influenced multiple sectors of French society.  

The previous close relations to the US and the UK were met with suspicion, where the 

American and British aspirations were incompatible to the French strategic culture of 

pursuing international greatness. The US and the UK were potential rivals with comparable or 

superior militaries to France, and with similar global ambitions, whereas West Germany was 

an influential demilitarised nation that could not directly threaten France but could still 

provide France with strong diplomatic- and economic support. There was also a concern that 
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both the US and the UK had nuclear arsenals, and they were perceived as potential future 

threats to France. Germany was not a threat as it was demilitarised and did not have its own 

nuclear weapons (Moravcsik, 1998:2). The importance of norms in shaping the identity of 

states such as France, cannot be overlooked. It is possible that the strong sense of self-reliance 

that exists in France is the result of the distrust towards its allies that was created due to the 

failure to protect France during WWII. De Gaulle’s foreign security policies have been 

referred to as “Gaullism”, the idea that France should pursue greatness by developing its own 

capabilities in international politics (Hofmann, 2016:511). 

There are two cultural traditions within French strategic culture that have shaped the direction 

of French security policy: self-understanding and independence. The first tradition is the 

French idea of self-understanding, which has the assumption that France is the leading nation 

of human rights (Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:126). Many democratic ideas were developed 

from the French revolution and were exemplary to future democratic movements in the world. 

Important values such as liberty, freedom and brotherhood have shaped the culture of France 

(Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:126).  This tradition favours a political integration to the EU, as 

the EU is perceived as fundamental in ensuring peace in Europe. NATO is also favoured by 

this tradition as the alliance is perceived as a protector of Europe and can ensure deterrence of 

foreign threats (Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:126). The tradition suggests that France is expected 

to pursue close relations to the US due to its leading role within NATO. 

The second tradition of French security policy is the Gaullist idea of independence. This 

tradition suggests that French security policy should be autonomous and independent from its 

allies (Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:126). Nationalism has a strong effect on the behaviour of the 

French. There is a strong sense of pride and commitment among the French to rally under the 

French flag. The French belief that France is a global power in international security is a self-

attitude that is shared by the US and the UK as well (Vaïsse, 2012). French strategic culture 
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suggests that the use of force may be necessary if there is a need to defend French values and 

beliefs. This use of force is viewed as legitimate by the dominant strategic culture in France 

(Meyer, 2005:529).  

The conflict between self-understanding and independence has shaped French strategic 

culture for many decades and it has been described as a “false consensus”, a belief that does 

not have a consensus but where the rival political parties have been unable to replace it with 

something else (Hofmann, 2016:511). 

Neither tradition is dominant to the other and this makes the French strategic culture 

challenging to define. When one tradition suggests that France should seek closer cooperation 

with the EU and NATO and the other does the opposite in suggesting that France should 

develop its own capabilities, it creates an inconsistency in the behaviour of France, making its 

allies unsure of how France will act for its security. France may state that its intention is to 

adopt policies related to one of its cultural traditions, while later acts may be those of another 

tradition (Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:127). This behaviour is problematic for France’s 

international relationships, as the inconsistency risks damaging the transatlantic bonds that 

France has with the US, and where France could be perceived as prioritising itself. This 

behaviour could be one reason why France is sceptical towards transatlanticism and has a 

positive attitude towards Europeanism, as France does not consider itself as being the one 

untrustworthy. States can always have multiple identities and constructivist logic suggests that 

the national identity of France can change based on what situation France finds itself in. The 

unclear division between the two dominant strategic cultures has caused France to restrict 

itself to the degree of appropriateness and only act to what norms France perceive is right for 

the time. 
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In 1994, France decided to make an overhaul of its strategy and defence organisation, as the 

global security environment had changed, and the tensions of the Cold War had ended. One of 

the major changes to the French security structure occurred in 1996, when France 

implemented a professional army, from its previous focus on conscription. A process of 

dismantling some of its nuclear weapons was also initiated, with more focus given to civilian 

measures to security threats, instead of the previous focus on nuclear deterrence (Sarkozy, 

2008:13-14). Since strategic culture is always changing at a slow pace, changes like this 

overhaul are to be expected. The collapse of the USSR left France with no nearby potential 

enemies, contributing to France developing a more pacifist strategic culture, as the need to 

have a powerful military to deter threats has been reduced. The purpose of NATO has also 

less of an impact on France’s strategic culture due to it not having stationed troops on its 

territory, contributing to France’s positive attitude of a Europeanist EU grand strategy. 

France implemented a White Book in 2008, a document that is meant to guide the direction of 

the strategic functions of the Armed Forces of France (Sarkozy, 2008). The White Book has 

defined five main functions to how the Armed Forces of France should act to security threats: 

knowledge and anticipation, prevention, deterrence, protection, and intervention. The two 

former functions are civilian instruments to threats, while the two latter functions are military 

instruments. Deterrence can be either a civilian- or military function depending on the 

situation. Even though France has increasingly focused on using civilian measures to address 

security threats, it still considers its military forces to be the primary focus in achieving its 

security objectives (Sarkozy, 2008). 

France is the second expeditionary power in Europe, behind the UK. This attitude towards its 

own Armed Forces provides France with a sense of righteousness and legitimacy of 

intervening in other states militarily (Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:133). The withdrawal of the 

UK from the EU after the Brexit referendum in 2016, caused France to be the prime 
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expeditionary power in the EU, strengthening the strategic culture that France has a 

responsibility to intervene overseas. France has repeatedly sent troops overseas to its former 

colonies, which suggests that the French strategic culture has maintained the social construct 

that France is a major democratic state with a responsibility to intervene in states that do not 

have French democratic values. France has intervened in the affairs of its former colonies, 

where it has provided them with economic support, as well as military protection. France 

would want a new EU grand strategy that can support France in protecting its former colonies 

in the Mediterranean, Sahel, and North Africa (Aggestam & Hyde-Price, 2019:124). France 

was once a global power and although it has lost that status, the mindset remains among the 

French populace that France has the capacity to regain its recognition (The Strategic Review 

Committee, 2017:14). 

French attitude to international security has been by the following beliefs: status, solidarity, 

and distinctiveness. Status is the idea that France aims to behave like a major power in 

international security as this is what France considers itself to be. Solidarity is France’s 

commitment to international cooperation and alliances. Finally, the idea of distinctiveness 

suggests that France is guided by the strive for autonomy and this strive has shaped France’s 

engagement in international politics (Howorth, 2014:126). The French approach to an EU 

grand strategy is shaped by these ideas and they can provide an explanation of how France is 

expected to behave in international security. 

France has the ambition to transform the EU into an autonomous entity that is meant to be 

able to protect itself using military deterrence as a possible solution to foreign aggression. 

This belief is largely a reflection on the French political structure, which is highly centralised 

and self-reliant. France is inclined to pursue both military and civilian interests and its 

strategic culture is shaped by the idea that the nation must be able to provide its own military 

protection without significant reliance on foreign military support. This culture has been 
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developed further in which France has aspired to export its idea of military self-sufficiency to 

a wider European basis (Kornprobst, 2015:282). 

  

6.1.2. International relationships 

Despite France having been the first ally of the US since the American revolutionary war, it 

has distanced itself from fully integrating its security relations with the US. NATO was 

considered by France to be a way for the US to have privilege over Europe and that European 

strategic autonomy was under threat (Moravcsik, 1998:2). Charles De Gaulle suggested that 

NATO allowed French political leaders to be subordinated to their American counterparts and 

that NATO was an alliance that only protected the interests of the US and not the interests of 

France. The French strategic culture of independence was incompatible with the idea of 

hosting foreign NATO troops on the territory of France, as autonomy could not be credibly 

pursued. France left NATO’s military operations in 1966, due to the underlying strategic 

culture in France, which had the perception that France cannot be a global power if US troops 

must be accommodated at the expense of the French (Martin, 2011:234-235). 

The refusal of France to participate in international security cooperation shaped French 

strategic culture for many decades. During the presidency of former French President 

Nicholas Sarkozy, France decided to re-join NATO’s military operations in 2009 (NATO, 

2014). Despite France having re-joined NATO military operations in 2009, it has remained 

reluctant to participate in the Nuclear Planning Group, which France has still not re-joined. 

France considers security policy to be an internal matter that should be kept disclosed to other 

nations, thereby limiting France’s willingness to coordinate a grand strategy with other 

nations. The French government feared that a participation of the Nuclear Planning Group 

would cause a French reliance on other states to provide for its security (Hofmann, 2016:523). 
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Strategic culture can always change and the new participation in NATO, is likely the result of 

a change of the strategic culture in France. This new strategic culture where France has 

become increasingly cooperative with its allies, has gradually replaced Gaullism as the 

dominant French strategic culture, although there still exists notable Gaullists tendencies 

within the French strategic culture (Hofmann, 2016:523). Social structures have changed 

since France left NATO, as France has become more integrated with the EU and its member 

states. The closer integration has allowed a new social construct to develop in France, one that 

favours closer relations to Germany and one that seeks to exert the French strategic cultural 

idea to a wider EU-level. The importance of the EU as a global actor has changed the level of 

appropriateness for France, where there exist new guidelines to what type of behaviour France 

consider is appropriate (Theys, 2018). 

Like Germany, France is committed to the values of the EU and the strategic culture of 

France is affected by it. Even though most of the values of NATO are like those of the EU, 

France is not willing to fully cooperate collectively on security matters, as the strategic 

culture of France does not permit outsourcing of security decision-making. Sharing military 

capabilities with other allied states is not a part of the mindset of the French public and this 

attitude affects France in its portrayal of what a grand strategy of the EU should look like. 

This raises questions as to why France wants the EU to implement a Europeanist grand 

strategy, as France is critical towards sharing strategic security responsibilities. One reason 

could be that France perceives a Europeanist grand strategy to be an expansion of its own 

grand strategy and that the other member states of the EU are not able to challenge France on 

this, due to the other member state’s smaller military powers and Germany’s previous 

unwillingness to strengthen its military. While the French government has continued to state 

its intention for France to remain autonomous in deciding its defensive measures, it has 

reconsidered its military cooperation with other states. Both NATO and the EU are two 
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complementing organisations that could protect France and Europe, where both have their 

purposes. 

  

6.2. Strategic autonomy 

6.2.1. Structural impact of the international system 

In France, the President is the commander-in-chief of the French armed forces. The President 

is responsible and retains full control of security- and foreign affairs, and all military forces 

are at his disposal. This dominance is not seen in many other democratic states, where a 

President has a full unrestricted mandate over a military, although the US President has 

similar powers. Many of these states have regulations or power-sharing agreements over the 

access of their armed forces. This provides the French government with considerable power in 

influencing both French and EU policy-making. The lack of restrictions on the presidency 

allows France to focus more on its international ambitions rather than to engage in domestic 

debates (Irondelle & Schmitt, 2013:128). 

In the 2017 French Strategic Review, strategic autonomy was listed as a new potential change 

to an international system that is perceived by France as unstable and uncertain. Strategic 

autonomy is a new structural concept in the international system that could benefit the EU and 

help it with international challenges. France portrays itself as a leader in this transformation 

process and it has described its participation as a supporting role to the other EU member 

states (The Strategic Review Committee, 2017:54). Strategic autonomy aims to limit the 

influence of the US in Europe, despite that it does not aim to replace NATO. France has 

described strategic autonomy as a European strategic convergence of the security policies 

between the EU member states (The Strategic Review Committee, 2017:51). As defensive 

structural realism suggests that their own national security is vital for states to ensure, France 
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should be perceived as wanting to expand its options to guarantee its own security. States will 

need to bandwagon in an anarchic world to ensure their own survival and an EU strategic 

autonomy could be considered as a bandwagon, as the EU would still not be able to challenge 

the US hegemony. France would be one of the few potential candidates to direct the security 

policies of the EU. France has promoted the idea of a strategic autonomy as it portrays itself 

as a potential leader in a future military alliance, one that is based in Europe (The Strategic 

Review Committee, 2017:63). 

Realist logic assumes that France is aware of its capability to have major influence within a 

Europeanist grand strategic framework, as states are always rational regardless of their actions 

in international politics. If a grand strategy was to be created in the EU, France would most 

likely strive for it being based on a strategic autonomy. Strategic autonomy is an option for 

the French government to act more independently in security matters without the interference 

of other states. This stance also represents France's ambition for the EU, as it wants it to act 

according to the French model in security affairs. Acting independently does not mean that 

France seeks to act alone for its protection. The aspiration of France is to act collectively from 

the French security framework, in which the EU will coordinate these collective efforts. The 

member states of the EU would provide France with a major influence as the French 

government positions itself as the leader for the defence of the EU (Kempin & Kunz, 

2017:12).  

Even though a strategic autonomy would surrender parts of France’s independent security 

strategies, structural realism would suggest that the geopolitics of the EU is very similar to 

that of France. The geopolitics of NATO are not the same as the US does not have the same 

need to protect Europe as this may depend on how the US views future conflicts as part of its 

national security concerns or not. A strategic autonomy is a way for France to ensure that its 
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national security is better ensured, as there is no outside dependency within a Europeanist EU 

grand strategy that do not have direct needs to protect their national territory. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has changed the international system into 

one that resembles the international system during the Cold War, where tensions existed 

between the West and the East. This structural change has provided France with challenges, 

as the EU has allowed closer cooperation with NATO, instead of having made efforts towards 

a fuller strategic autonomy. However, France has a powerful military and a nuclear capacity 

of its own and there is no incentive to change this capacity, despite the changing security 

environment in Europe. The French military forces were already considered to be at a 

sufficient level to handle outside threats. During the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War, France has 

relied on diplomacy by entering dialogue with Russia to solve the crisis, displaying its new 

tendencies to use civilian measures to potential security threats (Oatis, 2022).  

The actions of the French government reflect its commitment to a full strategic autonomy, as 

France wishes to use its influence outside a collective decision-making body in the form of 

NATO. While France wants the EU to complement NATO on decisions relating to European 

security, the current international structure is perceived to restrict the EU’s ability to act 

(Sarkozy, 2008:304). France has sought to have a European solution in handling such security 

crises, paving the way for how it wants an EU grand strategy to be developed. Structural 

realist logic suggests that France believes that its position in international affairs is greater 

compared to many other states and this has created an intention for France to strive for 

structural alternatives to NATO. While this behaviour leaves France with few restrictions in 

its ambitions for a Europeanist EU grand strategy, it can also restrain it from adapting within 

existing international structures. It could be that France’s participation in NATO is not as 

beneficial as it could be if France was more active within the organisation. 



  

 

69 

 

A new international structure, where the EU finds itself more threatened to foreign pressure, 

would allow France to increase its influence over many of the other smaller EU member 

states. Realist theory suggests that states will always seek to achieve relative gains and France 

considers there to be more relative gains in creating an EU Europeanistic strategic autonomy, 

in comparison to a continued reliance on NATO for protecting its national security. The 

French government has published documents for its ambitions for a Europeanist strategic 

autonomy as its preference for a new grand strategy of the EU. 

  

6.2.2. Structural impact of international alliances 

Since France is a nuclear power, it has the capacity to deter foreign aggression on its own, 

without the protection of the US and NATO. It also opens up the possibility for France to 

provide the EU with a nuclear umbrella if the US would not be able to. France nuclear policy 

is perceived as a political issue that is a solely domestic concern that should not be discussed 

with any other states. The French nuclear arsenal has been downsized and its importance has 

gradually been reduced (Mills, 2020). Structural realist logic would suggest that the 

downsizing of the French nuclear arsenal is not considered a weakness, as France has adapted 

to a new security order, where nuclear weapons have lost some of their importance. France is 

expected to act on what it perceives is the best way to ensure its national security and achieve 

the best outcome in its participation in international politics. The ambition to achieve the best 

outcome is closely correlated to the defensive structural realist belief that states will always 

try to ensure their own survival. If a state has a well-functioning security policy, its survival is 

more likely. The balance of power in the world must be met with adaptability, where old 

security policies need to be modernised or replaced by those that are more relevant. France 

considers the EU to be a channel for the French government to exert its power on a larger 

scale. The effort towards the development of an EU Europeanist strategic autonomy is a 
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rational choice for France to support. A Europeanist strategic autonomy would reflect how 

France wants the EU to be an exception to the US hegemony, while at the same time retaining 

close diplomatic ties to it (Sperling & Kirchner, 2010:23-24). 

The political parties in France are mostly critical of the high levels of influence that the US 

has in NATO, compared to that of France (Hofmann, 2016:512). A Europeanist EU grand 

strategy would provide France with more opportunities to influence its neighbouring states, as 

the EU has more capacity to reach out in international politics than France would have alone. 

The institutional framework of the EU does not restrain France in adapting its security policy 

to one that is more strategically autonomous. This is suggested by the structural realist logic 

that states are the highest authority in international politics, leaving the EU with little say in 

the matter. This means that France can influence the development of an EU grand strategy, 

but other states may do so as well. France cannot solely shape the direction of an EU grand 

strategy. Only the most influential member states can shape the security direction of the EU, 

where France is one of those states (Sperling & Kirchner, 2010:23). 

The cooperation with Germany is believed to be crucial to the stability of the EU. France has 

made increasing efforts to deepen its security cooperation with Germany and this has 

increasingly become a new framework for security cooperation within the EU (The Strategic 

Review Committee, 2017:59). France is sceptical of NATO due to the distrust of the US and 

its international aspirations, which often change during new US presidencies. A Europeanist 

strategic autonomy is seen by France as a necessary way to harmonise European politics 

towards France. The distrust that many EU member states of NATO have towards the US, has 

provided France with an opportunity to convince them that a Europeanist EU grand strategy is 

preferable in comparison to the security provided by the US and NATO (Tocci, 2021:21). 
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Despite the criticism that France has towards the security policies of the US and NATO, 

France retains close security cooperation with both. NATO has been described by the French 

government as the best organisation that guarantees European security, where the deterrence 

in the form of Article Five and its defensive commitment is viewed favourably by France 

(The Strategic Review Committee, 2017:58). The structural concept of strategic autonomy 

would imply that France’s balancing between transatlanticism and Europeanism is a tactical 

adjustment. The government of France seeks to adapt to international structures and at the 

same time wants to transfer parts of the military capabilities of NATO to the EU, which 

France considers to be an institution that better serves French interests. A strong Europe with 

weak institutions better serves the strategic ambitions of France since the EU can provide 

France with more influence to shape the policies in NATO as well. France would have more 

influence in NATO about French national security with a united EU behind its back, than 

what France otherwise would have had if it would have acted on its own (Sperling & 

Kirchner, 2010:24). 

It can be questioned whether France continues to have a sceptical attitude towards NATO, as 

it has not sought to weaken the alliance and it has re-integrated towards NATO structures 

(Howorth, 2014:19). It could be considered that France perceives a Europeanist strategic 

autonomy as an alternative to its participation in NATO. If France has the assumption that 

there are more ways for it to guarantee its national security, it will find options to do so. As 

France is a great power in international politics, with a high degree of military capabilities of 

its own, it will be more reluctant in developing too close cooperation with the US, a 

hegemonic state (Thies, 2010:716). A development of a Europeanist strategic autonomy 

within the EU is favoured by France as it is in their self-interest to develop an autonomous 

military capability. However, it may be questioned why France has been willing to distribute 

its power to the EU institutional framework, although it is likely that France considers it as an 
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alternate and complimentary security organisation to the US dominated NATO and with 

larger possibilities for France to take leadership. 

  

6.3. Conclusion 

From the perspective of strategic culture France has been affected by its Gaullist social 

constructs that has created the French belief that France is a great power that should lead its 

own military alliance, and that its participation in NATO should be complementary to 

France’s focus on a Europeanistic grand strategy. Gaullism is still affecting the actions of 

France and the inconsistency of the French government’s behaviour is the result of the 

tensions between its two strategic cultures: self-understanding vs. independence. This can be 

seen in France’s ambition to work towards a Europeanist EU grand strategy, where the French 

government wants to strive towards reducing the reliance on NATO, but at the same time 

suggesting that an EU grand strategy should be complementary to NATO. The false 

consensus of French security politics has caused an unclear strategic culture that has achieved 

a type of unity despite there not being one. The false consensus has made it difficult to replace 

status, solidarity, and distinctiveness as important cultural values in France. Those parties 

who have not supported the current French security policy have not provided any other 

alternatives to these beliefs. Therefore, these parties can be considered to have reluctantly 

accepted the current stance of French security policy, making new alternative options to 

NATO more possible. 

The French government is rational in its attempt to bandwagon its European allies to a new 

complementary alliance, where France has more ability in influencing decision-making than it 

has in NATO. Regional systematic structure in Europe is maintained by NATO and its 

nuclear umbrella, but France does not require this protection as it already has its own nuclear 
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deterrence. France has been unwilling to share its security strategy with its allies and it has 

remained outside of NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group. NATO is an important security 

alliance that helps France to achieve utility gains by protecting the national security of France. 

France’s refusal to fully participate in NATO and the lack of NATO troops on its territory, 

has reduced the utility that France has of the organisation, in comparison to states who are 

more invested in NATO. However, France has been affected by the structural impact of 

NATO, as France must take its NATO participation into account when it strives for a 

Europeanist grand strategy. The change of the international structures in the wake of the 

Russo-Ukrainian War in 2022 has shown that France has continued to engage on its own in 

security affairs as shown in the numerous diplomatic talks on presidential levels between 

France and Russia. 

  

7. Findings and discussion 

The aim of this research is to analyse the development of an EU grand strategy, using 

Germany and France to illustrate how their approaches affect the development. The 

importance of the EU grand strategy cannot be underestimated as it concerns the national 

security of all citizens in the EU and the recent Russian aggression in the 2022 Russo-

Ukrainian war emphasise the importance of the studied area and imposes a major change in 

the European security order. The research questions and the findings will be presented below. 

• How can the approaches of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy be 

understood through the concept of strategic culture? 

• How can the approaches of Germany and France towards an EU grand strategy be 

understood through the concept of strategic autonomy? 
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Germany has a strategic culture that prevents it from abandoning its focus on diplomatic and 

economic measures to threats. Even though Germany does not entirely oppose a Europeanist 

EU grand strategy, it is not willing to reduce its ties with NATO and the transatlantic link to 

the US. The historical past of Germany has created a strategic culture that is continuing to 

oppose any attempts of a Europeanistic EU grand strategy. The strategic culture of never 

again alone managed to triumph over the opposing culture of never another war, which means 

that the German government is open to developing its own military capabilities within a 

military alliance. However, Germany is only willing to do this as a member, rather than a 

leader within a military alliance, as it still believes that the state requires a strong form of 

restrictions and thresholds in everything related to security. The concept of strategic 

autonomy suggests that the attitude of Germany is mostly driven by international structures 

and state interactions. These structures have caused Germany to prefer a transatlantic EU 

grand strategy, as Germany from the start of its reconstruction have been integrated towards 

the security framework of NATO and its system of nuclear deterrence. The change to the 

world security order, in the wake of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian war, led to major changes in 

Germany’s security policies with increased military spend up to NATO’s stipulated level of 

two percent of GDP and changes to its energy dependency policy towards Russia. This has, 

however, not led to any changes in its ambitions to continue as a member of NATO and there 

are no signs that there will be any change to its preferences for a transatlantic EU grand 

strategy. 

France strategic culture has been affected by its Gaullist social constructs that has created the 

French belief that France is a great power that should lead its own military alliance, and that 

its participation in NATO should be complementary to France’s focus on a Europeanistic 

grand strategy. Gaullism is still affecting the actions of France and the inconsistency of the 

French government’s behaviour is the result of the tensions between its two flavours of 
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strategic culture: self-understanding versus independence. This is demonstrated in France’s 

ambition to work towards a Europeanist EU grand strategy, where the French government 

wants to strive towards reducing the reliance on NATO, but at the same time suggesting that 

an EU grand strategy should be complementary to NATO. The French government is rational 

in its attempt to bandwagon its European allies to a new complementary alliance, where 

France has more ability to influence decision-making than in NATO. The security structure in 

Europe is maintained by NATO and its nuclear umbrella, but France does not require this 

protection as it already has its own nuclear deterrence. France is affected by the structural 

impact of NATO, as France must take its NATO participation into account when it strives for 

a Europeanist EU grand strategy. The change of the European security, in the wake of the 

Russo-Ukrainian war in 2022, has not led to any changes in France’s approach to a 

Europeanistic EU grand strategy. 

In summary, Germany is expected to continue to advocate a trans-Atlantic EU grand strategy 

due to the wanted military dependency to NATO, the non-leadership ambition, and the 

protection from the US nuclear shield as part of NATO. However, its conventional military is 

expected to soon be prepared for a Europeanistic grand strategy, should the US for some 

reason decide to withdraw from its NATO obligations. France is expected to continue to push 

for a Europeanistic EU grand strategy, complimented with a continued and lesser dependency 

towards the US and NATO. The balance between EU autonomy and NATO dependency will 

likely be possible for Germany and France to agree upon in the future development of an EU 

grand strategy, as the importance of an aligned EU grand strategy is of the level that the two 

countries cannot afford to disagree. 
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7.1 Comparison to previous literature 

In comparison to what has been suggested by Smith, this study reaches the same conclusion 

that an aligned EU grand strategy is possible to achieve, and that a consensus could be made. 

However, it requires difficult negotiations where both Germany and France must agree to how 

a grand strategy should be formulated (Smith, 2018). Like Meyer suggested, it is unlikely that 

the strategic cultures within the EU will unite into a single European culture (Meyer, 2011). 

Both Germany and France have been affected by different events and national leaders that 

have shaped the talks of an EU grand strategy. While it was deemed as possible for the EU to 

increase its involvement in security affairs, a mixture of civilian and military measures as part 

of an EU grand strategy is more likely.  

Knutsen’s study of strategic autonomy of the EU, suggested that the EU is expected to strive 

towards a Europeanist strategic autonomy, as the US has focused on other parts of the world 

that needs its attention (Knutsen, 2018). This research has illustrated that strategic autonomy 

has the potential to influence the development of an EU grand strategy, but the research has 

not validated that Germany is prepared to leave its preference towards a transatlantic EU 

grand strategy.  

 

8. Conclusion 

The aim of this research is to analyse the development of an EU grand strategy, using the two 

dominant EU powers Germany and France to illustrate the possible development of the EU 

grand strategy. The importance of the EU grand strategy cannot be underestimated as it 

concerns the national security of all citizens in the EU. Research in this area which 

contributes with more findings addressing new information must be seen as urgent and 
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relevant. While other studies have researched the development of the EU grand strategy, the 

recent international structural events in the form of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian war have yet 

not been studied. 

In the aftermath to the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War, the EU and its partners have sanctioned 

Russia in several phases, Germany have decided to increase its military spend to two percent 

of its GDP, and to move away from its previous energy dependency strategic security policy 

towards Russia. These factors have not previously been part of any research. 

The conclusions presented in this research indicates clearly that it is likely that Germany will 

still be a proponent of an EU grand strategy based on the transatlantic link to the US and 

NATO. Even though Germany soon can be expected to be able to defend its territory with 

conventional weapons, it will still be dependent on the nuclear deterrent shield provided by 

the US, and it is unlikely that any other country will be able to replace the US in this regard. 

In addition, Germany’s strategic culture sees the ties to NATO as a welcomed threshold so 

that its strategic culture does not go back to the militaristic pre-WWII strategic culture. 

For France, the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian war have not caused any major changes to its security 

policy and its ambitions for a Europeanistic EU grand strategy with France as the dominant 

European security leader. How Germany’s growing conventional military will impact this 

ambition is an interesting topic for future studies. While Germany do not have any nuclear 

weapons, its conventional military strength will soon surpass that of France and the leadership 

in a Europeanistic EU grand strategy may be contested. However, it is currently unlikely that 

Germany would like to take the military leadership in an alliance, due to its cultural past as 

being an aggressor. 

The geopolitical situation in Europe has been changed and Russia is again an aggressor in its 

vicinity that have affected the security order. The effects of this situation will impact the 
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development of the EU grand strategy and is an urgent area to be further studied from 

multiple aspects to understand how EU’s national security policy should best be developed in 

the form of the EU grand strategy.  
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