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COMPARATIVE STRATEGIC
CULTURE

by

~COLIN 8. GRAY

The purpose of this article is to examine
a three-part proposition:

* The concept of strategic culture is a
useful tool for better understanding our-
selves, others, and how others view us.

e Just as cultural awareness can
enlighten, so the ‘“fog of culture’ can restrict
understanding.’

¢ Restricted  understanding of the
strategic culture of others can be very
dangerous for international peace and
security.

As with mény concepts alleged to have

explanatory power, strategic culture lends
itself to abuse. To be useful it has to be
corralled and employed in a disciplined
way—or, at the least, it has to be used with an
awareness of the pitfalls that await the un-
wary. Needless to say, perhaps, we are in-
terested not only in strategic culture, in the
attitudes and beliefs that flow from a
distinctive national experience, but also in
national style in behavior.

Discovery of the obvious can be im-
portant. Thanks to the rise of the idea and
political organization of nation-states, it -has
long been appreciated (if not infrequently
overappreciated) that Frenchmen, En-
glishmen, and Americans (etc.} had qualities

as Frenchmen, Englishmen, and Americans’

{etc.). Notwithstanding its multinational, and
~certainly multi-ethnic, foundations, the
United States has had a very clear sense of
national identity, a sense that there exists a
distinct ““us’’ and that all others are ‘‘them”
(more or less carefully differentiated), while
at the same time American strategic thinkers
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have tended to be curiously insensitive to
possible national differences in modes of
strategic thought and behavior.?

American strategists have always
known, deep down, that Soviet, French,
British, and other approaches to security
issues differed from their own in good part
because Soviet, French, and British policy-
makers were heirs to distinctive national
perspectives. It has long been appreciated
that those national perspectives should be
comprehensible through an appropriate
combination of historical, geographical,
anthropological, psychological, and sociolog-
ical study. However, the recognition of
national differences has only very rarely
moved the US. government in its conduct of
affairs to take explicit account of the effects
of those differences upon policy goals and
methods.® In the late 1970s, American
defense commentators discovered what they
really had known all along—that the Soviet
Union did not appear to share many of the
more important beliefs and practices
beneficial to- the American idea of in-
ternational order. This should have come as
no surprise, but it did. Although the Western
strategic literature of the past quarter-century
is repiete with warnings against the practice
of mirror-imaging and projecting American
desires and perspectives uncritically upon
Moscow, those warnings by and large
proceeded unheeded until the late 1970s. At
the present time the US defense community is
in a situation where it acknowledges the
apparent fact of national cultural and stylistic
differences—a great advance—but has yet to
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determine what those differences should
mean for US policy.

Two works lead the way in this field:
Jack Snyder’s RAND report on The Soviet
Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited
Nuclear Operations (September 1977),* and
Ken Booth’s book Strategy and Ethnocen-
trism (1979). Neither of these were towering
works of scholarship, but like Alfred Thayer
Mahan’s The Influence of Sea Power Upon
History, 1660-1783,° they dignified and
elevated insight to the level of principle.

The concept of strategic culture is a
direct descendant of the concept of political
culture—=which has been debated, developed,
variously employed, and even more variously
defined by political scientists since the early
1950s.¢ The idea of national style is derived
logically from the concept of political
culture: a particular culture should encourage
a particular style in thought and action. One
notices, for example, that the Soviet Union
“frames its defense tasks in ways generally

unfamiliar to the United States, and behaves
in defense-related matiers in a fashion
inexplicable in standard American terms.
These differences in observable thought and
ptactice have so enduring a character that
even when idiosyncratic possibilities are
factored out, it is plausible to hypothesize
that the Soviet Union has approached, and
continues to approach, defense issues in a
fairly distinctive Soviet manner—comprehen-
sible only in those terms. In order to un-
- derstand why the Soviet Union thinks and
behaves as it does, it should be useful to seek
to trace that thought and behavior to fun-
damentally influencing factors, always
presuming that there are some fundamentally
_influencing factors. While fully accepting the
possible dangers of crude reductionism (if
one or more allegedly ““‘determining factors”
are identified),” of insensitivity to change
(even culture and style will alter over time),
and of finding undue cultural distinctiveness
(if one looks for that which is culturally
different in American terms one is very likely
to find it), the potential benefit for the quality
of prediction and understanding of defense
performarnce seems to be overwhelming.
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“practice has

- It is a fact that the discovery of cultural
distinctiveness in strategic thought and
been attended, probably
inevitably, by an unduly simple appreciation
of this dimension to strategic affairs.® As
caveats, one should note that:

® Some strategic-cultural traits are
common to many supposedly, and even truly,
distinctive cultures.

e A strategic culture may accom-
modate several quite distinctive strategic
subcultures (which may have more in
common with some foreign strategic cultures
than they have with their dominant national
culture).

¢ Many, and probably most, alleged
strategic cultural traits are fuilly rational, in
strict realpolitik terms, given the perceived
historical . experience of the nations in
question, The strategic cultural thought
processes and {derived) behavior of interest
psycho-cultural phenomena (e.g. the child-
rearing practice of Great Russian mothers
and the like).

¢ From time to time a state may act in
ways that represent a break from its
traditional, dominant strategic culture. '

The strategic culture thesis has its roots
in a concern that was flagged informatively
by Snyder. He wrote as follows:

1t is useful to look at the Soviet approach to
strategic thinking as a unique ‘‘strategic
culture.”” Individuals are socialized into a
distinctively Soviet mode of = strategic
thinking. As a result of this socialization
process, a set of general beliefs, attitudes
and behavioral patterns with regard to
nuclear strategy has achieved a state of
semipermanence that places them on the .
level of ‘‘culture’” rather than mere
“policy.”” Of course, attitudes may change
as a result of changes in technology and the
international emvironmeni. However, new
problems are not assessed objectively.
Rather, they are seen through the perceptual
lens provided by the strategic culture.?

The intriguing and poientially -en-
lightening idea of strategic culture becomes a
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distorting idea when defense commentators
research too eagerly, and too uncritically, for
the cultural roots of contemporary defense
practice. Although one can compare and
contrast Soviet with American cultures, the
comparison and contrast would often be far
less stark were the full range of American and
possibly Soviet attitudes to be assessed, as
opposed only to the policy-dominant ones.'
As with sound geopolitical analysis, one
discerns through strategic-cultural analysis
influences rather than rigid predeterminants.
Nevertheless, contemporary American,
Soviet, et al. strategic commentators have to
be very much the products of their particular,
unique, cuitural milieus.

It is hypothesized here that there is a
discernible American strategic culture. That
culture, referring to modes of thought and
action with respect to force, derives from
perceptions of the national historical ex-
perience, aspirations for cultural conformity
(e.g. as an American, what am I and how
should I feel, think, and behave?), and from
all of the many distinctively American ex-
periences (of geography, political philosophy
and practice [i.e. civic culture], and way of
life) that determine an American culture.

First, it is suggested here that there is an
American (and, ab extensio, other) strategic
culture which flows from geopolitical,
historical, economic, and other unique in-
fluences. Second, it is suggested that
American strategic culture provides the
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milieu within which strategic ideas and
defense policy decisions are debated and
decided. Third, it is suggested that an un-
derstanding of American strategic culture
and style can help explain why American
policymakers have made the decisions that
they have. Moreover, if greater light can thus
be shed upon past and present, it may be
possible to employ the concept of strategic
culture {(and style) to predict tendencies in
behavior in the future.

It must be admitted that, as yet, it is
unclear just how helpful studies of strategic
culture may prove to be. However, it does not
seem inappropriate to assert at least the
following potential benefits:

o An improved understanding of our
own, and other, cultures in local terms.

* An improved ability to discern en-
during policy motivations and to make
predictions.

e An improved ability to communicate
what is intended to be communicated.''

e Ap improved ability to understand
the meaning of events in the assessment of
others.

A rather obvious danger in this theme
lies in the realm of cultural relativism. Soviet
drives for further influence abroad need be
no less menacing because Americans think
they understand what lies behind them. The
central problem for the US government is not
so much to understand Soviet power as it is to
contain that power (which is not to demean
the virtue of understanding). Moreover, it is
not suggested here, implicitly or explicitly,
that American policy necessarily should be
changed solely because its frame of con-
ceptual reference may fit poorly with that
identified for the USSR.

irtually by definition, strategic culture
and national style have very deep roots
within a particular stream of historical
experience—as locally interpreted. While it is
not assumed that culture and style are im-
mutable—that would be absurd—it is
assumed that national patterns of thought
and action, the preferred way of coping with
problems and opportunities, are likely to
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alter only very gradually, short of a new
historical experience which few people can
deny warrants a historically discontinuous
response. There is not a Russian/Soviet
strategic culture and national style that is
fixed for all time. The Soviet Union of 1984 is
clearly different from the Soviet Union of
1937-38. But, pending some major system
shocks, the weight of the past and the way the
past is interpreted as a guide (largely implicit)
to the present, far outweighs in enduring
importance the marginal changes in culture
discernible year by year.

It is my contention that major streams of
policy decisions in the United States and the
Soviet Union cannot simply be explained in
terms of the characteristics of particular
people, their unique assessment of policy
options, and the bureaucratic-political
milieus in which they find themselves. It is
necessary to consider the strategic culture of
the various policymakers. While aberrant,
culturally innovative, or just plain eccentric
decision-making is always possible, there is a
tendency for policymakers of a particular
strategic culture to make policy in ways, and
substantively, that are congruent with the
bounds of that culture. A national style, to
endure and attain that status, is a style that
“works,”” well enough, for a particular
nation. A national style is not the random
product of imaginative thinking by policy-
makers; iristead it is a pattern of national
‘response to challenge which has worked
adequately in the past. This really is a truth
by definition, because a sirategic culture and
national style that failed to meet objective
tests of adequacy imposed by external
security politics would lead inexorably to the
political, if not always physical, demise of the
nation.

Although strategic-cultural analysis
should not incline one to judge that identified
American proclivities are inappropriate
simply because they are incongruent with the
known tendencies of adversaries, neither
should one be content to assert complacently
that each party simply is what it is. Strategy,
in good part, is a matter of adaptation to
perceived reality, and some societies have
adapted more effectively than others. It is not
enough just to note the more persuasive
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details of ‘‘the American way”’ and ‘‘the
Soviet way'’; more important is the question
of how those ways would likely fare if ever
they were tested in direct conflict. To date, at
least, the very few studies of comparative
strategic culture and style that have appeared

"have not ventured into the realm of the

implications for US policy. The inherent
merit of American strategic thinking is not
the issue—this is not a contest in intellectual
aesthetics—the real issue is how appropriate
American ideas (and ideas made into policy)
are in a conflict process with a particular
adversary. ‘

Much that a country does, or attempts to
do, is done for reason of force of cir-
cumstance, real or apparent. A central
problem with cultural/stylistic explanations
of distinctive national thought and behavior
is that alternative hypotheses may serve to
explain the phenomena in question. The
determined and ruthless theorist usually can
find impressive ex post facto empirical
support for his theorizing.

" The potential problem of multiple-
causation may easily be overstressed.
Assessed in isolation, quite a wide range of
theories may be invoked to explain American
and Soviet defense behavior. To sift these
theories for their plausibility and their ex-
planatory power, one needs to engage in
cross-cultural analysis. For example, if one
has a structural theory of US defense policy
behavior that identifies the military-
industrial complex and bureaucratic politics
as the collective determinant of defense policy
output, then how does one account for the
fact that the Soviet military-industrial
complex, together with Soviet bureaucratic
politics, produces a very different policy
output? The answer, presumably, has to be
that . the industrial-bureaucratic-political
forces in the two superpowers are differently
configured. But, even if this is true, as seems
self-evident, one then has to ask why those
forces. are configured differently. In short,
even the :“‘structural-determinist’” cannot
evade .the issue of possible cultural impact

upon the analysis.
While there is no great difficulty
identifying apparent American, Soviet,

British, et al. approaches to national security,
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it is less obvious that those different ap-
proaches reflect anything more peculiar than
a uniqueness of historical and geographic
circumstances. In other words, Americans
and Russians may be different as individaals
in ways of thought, but such differences are
not important here. Of interest is state, not
individual, behavior, and what is required is
an open mind as to the possibility that very
different national experiences tend - to
produce different policy responses.

In asserting, as a hypothesis, that Great
Russians think differently about national
security issues than do Americans, one need
not imply anything about the “‘curious”
psychology of individual Great Russians or
Americans. Instead, one may simply imply
that the geopolitical inheritance of the two
peoples is very different and that -that
inheritance has (locally) natural, even
inevitable, conseqguences for contemporary
assessments of security problems.

It is important that the cultural/stylistic
theme not be muddied in appraisal by views
on the merits, or shortcomings, of national
character analysis. This analysis confines
itself to asserting that:

* Each state has a unique, distinctive,
history.

» FEach state learns (or mislearns) from
its assessment of that unique, distinctive
history.

¢ And each state, having a unique,
distinctive history, is very likely to learn and
mislearn a wisdom for statecraft different
from that of other states.

It is not too difficult to find in the
history of each state experiences quite closely
analogous (at least superficially) to those of
many others. For example, following Booth,
one can show that the American military
experietice is sufficiently rich and varied as to
cast doubt upon all simple assertions con-
cerning “‘the American way in war.””'* Many,
if not most, allegedly American cultural traits
in warfare, and approaches to warfare, can
be found -elsewhere. Booth is correct.
However, in his worthy determination to slay
the dragon of myths concerning the con-
venient metaphor of ‘‘American Strategic
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Man,”’ he neglects to address the still-valid
question, What, if any, are the implications
for defense and international security of the
unique American geopolitical experience? To
be truly useful, the exercise of destruction
requires a follow-up, constructive, phase.

t must be emphasized that while un-

derstanding across cultural lines is always

useful, international security problems
cannot be defined solely in terms of
misunderstanding. It is desirable that
Western policymakers and ordinary citizens
understand that the Soviet threat is of an
enduring character and has very deep roots in
the Russian reaction to its unique historical
experience. But the predominant US problem
is to contain Soviet power. To the extent that
Western policymakers can appreciate that
they are dealing with a fundamentally un-
friendly culture, rather than with an
ephemeral, unfriendly policy, to that extent
cultural analysis may help remove illusions
and wishful thinking from official deliber-
ations.

It would be difficult to design two
countries more likely to misunderstand each
other than the United States and the Soviet
Union, notwithstanding some macrocosmic
similarities between them. Both countries
have an unusual degree of insularity in their
world views. In the American case there were
the facts of oceanic distance isolating the new
nation and the deliberate rejection of older
models of political organization and practice.
In the Russian case there was, and remains,
both geographical distance and the security
apparatus of the state strictly controlling
traffic between Russia and the West. Also,
both countries have messianic ideologies,
though in the American case the light that
was lit on Plymouth Rock was to be a beacon
that would inspire by example. The geo-
political basis for Soviet-American rivalry lies
in the simple process of greai-power
elimination. World Wars 1 and II destroyed
Europe’s multipolar balance of power. By
1945 the United States was the only country
capable of organizing a security system that
could restrict the freedom of Soviet policy

Parameters, Journal of the US Army War College



action, just as the Soviet Union was the only
country capable of threatening to impose an
imbalance of power in Europe.'*

Soviet-American rivalry often can be
difficult to explain to a people that is not in
the habit of thinking geopolitically.”* After
all, the Soviet Union does not appear to covet
American territory, and the threats that it
poses to American survival interests flow
from the American assumption of security
commitments around - the periphery of
Europe and Asia.” The American quarrel
with the Soviet Union is of the same kind as
the British quarrel with Imperial Germany
between 1900 and 1914; the insular power,
Great Britain then, the United States today,
cannot tolerate the domination of Europe, or
of Eurasia, by a single continental power or
coalition.'®

The Soviet quarrel with the United
States, in terms of geopolitics, is very fun-
damental, indeed. In Soviet perception the
political control the Soviet state exercises
over the non-Great Russian regions of the
USSR is supported by the firmness of Soviet
political control over Eastern Furope. But the
political stability of Eastern Europe as an
essential part of the Soviet empire is menaced
by the attractive power of the independent
states of Western Europe, and the security
and political independence of Western
Europe is underwritten by the United
States.'”

Whether Soviet patterns of thought and
behavior, culture and style, are more Soviet
than Great Russian is a matter of little in-
terest, though a strong case can be advanced
to the effect that the Soviet Union today is the
Great Russian Empire of yesterday with the
overlay of an ideology with global preten-
sions.

What can be determined concerning
Soviet/Russian strategic culture? Key charac-
teristics include the following:

e An insatiable quest for national
security that has no boundaries compatible
with the security of others. The USSR is
seeking total security.

® An assumption that international
politics is a permanent struggle for power.
War and peace and ‘‘war in peace’’ {cold war)
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are but different phases of a continuous
process in which countries rise or fail.

e A belief that militarily one cannot be
too strong (in Benjamin Lambeth’s words,
“to0 much is not enough’’).'* One cannot
achieve a sufficiency of national military
power. The Soviet Union does not
acknowledge the idea that their weapons
could be a threat to peace, or could promote
instability. The Soviet Union has a political
and strategic view, rather than a technical
view, of what is and what is not stabilizing.

o A confidence in unilateral military
prowess and a great unwﬁlmgness t0 repose
important security functions in anticipation
of restraint on the part of others.'®

® A recognition that war is always
possible and that the duty of soldiers is to
fight and win, should the politicians make the

decision to fight. Soviet strategic culture does

not accommodate the idea that the USSR

- should design its forces to favor criteria that

bear more upon the arms race or crisis
management than they do upon war-waging
effectiveness. In fact, by way of contrast, in
the most important realm of stability analysis
of a technical kind, that is fo say with
reference to ‘“‘command stability,”’*® the
Soviet Union has practiced stability while the
United States largely has confined itself to
talking about it.?'

e Soviet military strategy is the product
of the Soviet military establishment. A
decision to fight, and the definition of the
political objectives, will of course be within
the province of civilians. But once a decision
to fight is taken, the Soviet military is
unlikely to. wage war in the tentative
““pargaining’’  manner outlined by some
American theorists as being appropriate to
the nuclear age.**

By way of some contrast, important
characteristics of American strategic culture
include the following:

e A disinclination to prepare very
seriously for the actual conduct of war. For
38 years Americans have told themselves that
their policy will have failed if ever a nuclear
weapon is nsed. This is a limited truth which
has . served to discourage professional
preparation for bilateral conflict. US policy
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thinking, by and large, terminates abruptly
with a putative breakdown in prewar
deterrence.”

¢ An enduring conviction that some-
how, and despite the evidence to the contrary,
arms control agreements can help alleviate
US security problems. Arms control activity
is held to be activity for peace, and the United
States, naturally, must abide by the “‘spirit”’
as well as by the ambiguous letter of
agreements.*

e A faith in high technology and,
indeed, generically in panaceas of a mana-
gerial and technical kind. Witness the con-
temporary confidence concerning the promise
of smart-weapon technology for deep strikes
in Europe.

e A continuing faith in progress, that
somehow internationai politics could evolve
toward a condition of greater security. No US
president has explained to the American
people the enduring geopolitical basis to
Soviet-American rivalry. The American
people believe, or want to believe, that things
can change for the better.

¢ An arrogance of belief that the
American strategic enlightenment was The
Truth. For years, in and around the SALT
forum, Americans lectured Soviet officials on
strategic stability, on what fueled arms races,
and on what was dangerous in a crisis. In
fact, Soviet officials seem not to have had
any great difficulty understanding American
stability theory, the conviction that societies
should remain vulnerable to nuclear retali-
ation; they understood and rejected it.

~ Soviet intentions are written in Russian
and Soviet history, are inherent in the
geostrategic logic of the Soviet security
condition, as interpreted by Soviet officials,
and cannot easily be deduced from Soviet
military preparations. In common with the
United States, the Soviet Union wishes to
prevent war, but Soviet leaders also seek to
intimidate through the shadow cast by their
military power, and they believe that the
better able the Soviet Union is to fare well in
war, the less likely it is that war will occur.?*

“Just as the prospect of being hung in the
morning is supposed, wonderfully, to con-
centrate the mind-—so the shift in the strategic

32

balance in the 1970s served wonderfully to
persuade US governments that they needed a
strategic-forces establishment that made
military. sense (it may be noticed that Great
Britain enjoved a similar awakening enforced
by events in the very late 1930s). A liberal
democracy, contemplating armed conflict as
a distant prospect, will be wont to indulge its
hopes rather than its distant fears. There is
some danger that should war occur, the
United States and NATO-Eurcpe, in ac-
cordance with their “‘peacetime’ strategic
culture, will be striving to limit the war,
control escalation, identify “‘firebreaks,”
and the tike. Meanwhile the Soviet Union,
with its military machine firmly in military
hands ““for the duration,’” will be waging the
war to win, governed in its operational
decisions only by considerations of military
efficiency.*®
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