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Útdráttur 

Markmið þessarar ritgerðar renna stoðum undir íslenska (strategíska) menningu og að sýna 

hvernig hún hefur haft áhrif á íslenska utanríkisstefnu í gegnum árin. Fáar, jafnvel engar, 

tilraunir hafa verið gerðar til þess að veita heildstæðan skilning á íslenskum strategískum 

ákvörðunum. Í þessari ritgerð mun ég prófa tilgátur sem ég hef sett fram út frá tveimur 

kenningum alþjóðasamskipta; strategískri menningu og nýraunhyggju. Þrjú tilvik verða til 

skoðunar; þau eru inngangan í NATO, Varnarsamningurinn við Bandaríkin og brotthvarf 

Bandaríkjamanna frá Íslandi 2006. Strategísk menning heldur því fram að það sé samband á 

milli strategískrar menningar og strategískra ákvarðana. Með öðrum orðum, að til séu 

menningarlegar útskýringar á ákvörðunum sem teknar eru af stjórnvöldum til að verja sig 

gegn utanaðkomandi ógnum. Á hinn bóginn er það nýraunhyggja sem lítur svo á að ríki taki 

ákvarðanir sem eru byggðar á hlutfallslegri getu þeirra í samanburði við önnur ríki til að verja 

sig gegn utanaðkomandi ógnum. Mín niðurstaða er sú að Ísland á sér strategíska menningu og 

að strategísk menning sé betur til þess fallin að útskýra þær strategísku ákvarðanir sem Ísland 

hefur tekið. Þá hefur strategísk menning einnig gegnt stóru hlutverki í mótun íslenskrar 

utanríkisstefnu á tuttugustu öldinni, en að sama skapi getur hún einnig gefið mun heildstæðari 

skilning á ákvarðanatöku Íslendinga en nýraunhyggja.   
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Abstract 

The objective of this thesis is to make a case for Icelandic strategic culture and to illustrate 

how strategic culture has influenced Icelandic foreign policy throughout the years. Few, if 

any, attempts have been made to provide a holistic understanding of Icelandic strategic 

decisions. In this thesis, I will test hypotheses that I have constructed based on two IR 

theories; Strategic culture, and neorealism. Three cases are then analyzed: Iceland’s entrance 

into NATO, the bilateral defense agreement with the US and the US withdrawal from Iceland 

in 2006. Strategic culture maintains that there is a connection between strategic culture and 

strategic decisions, that there are cultural explanations behind decisions taken by governments 

in order to secure themselves. On the other hand, neorealism argues that states make decisions 

based on their relative capabilities to other states in order to maximize their security. My 

conclusion is that Iceland does indeed have a strategic culture and that strategic culture is 

better qualified to explain Iceland’s strategic decisions. Furthermore, strategic culture has 

played a vital role in the shaping of Iceland’s foreign policy in the 20th century and is better 

suited to give a holistic understanding on Iceland’s decision making than neorealism.  
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Introduction 

Any discussion about military affairs raises concern in Iceland, as the nation has never had 

its own armed forces and the average Icelander may consider him- or herself a pacifist. 

However, avoiding the issue does not make it go away and it is necessary for any nation, at 

any given time to be aware of its national security position in the grand scheme of things. It is 

true that Iceland has a culture that can be viewed as military-free and has through centuries 

found safety in neutrality. In the late ‘70s the concept of culture was brought into the field of 

modern security studies that developed a theory of strategic culture. The connection between 

culture and national security was, however, not made in the late ‘70s but has in fact been 

connected far longer and exists in classical works such as in the writings of Thucydides and 

the Chinese military theorist Sun Tzu. Their ideas would be later advanced by the Prussian 

Carl von Clausewitz who recognized that war and warfighting strategy was a test of moral and 

physical forces (Lantis 2002, 93).  

The central question of this thesis is; what is the Icelandic strategic culture and how has it 

shaped Icelandic foreign policy? At first it may sound a bit odd and far off wondering about 

Icelandic strategic culture, considering that Iceland does not have an army. That does not 

mean that Iceland should not think strategically about its defenses (Gray 1981, 26 & 30). 

Strategic thinking also overlaps many subjects other than war and military operations. 

Diplomatic disputes are one of them, whether it is due to territorial disputes, economic, 

political or simply discussion on an ongoing relationship. The political elite in each state sees 

or wants to believe that they have a vision for the future of the state and the nation, thus 

having a strategic plan to implement that vision into reality is essential (Farrell 2005, 7) & 

(Gray 2001, 51). Just as states are culturally different, their strategic culture is different as 

well. Some argue that similarities are found in strategic cultures between nations that share 

the same culture to some extent (Gray 2001, 58).  

The argument is that Iceland does have a specific strategic culture. The reason is that it is 

not fair to disregard how unique Iceland is in regard to its geographical position, the size of 

the state, nation, the country and its past experience, which can influence its strategic behavior 

in foreign and security policy making. Yet it would be too arrogant to say that Iceland has 

developed a strategic culture on its own that it is different from any other. Thus, I am ready to 

make the hypothesis that Iceland does not have a special strategic culture but that Iceland 

borrows from its closest neighbors and partners through the centuries, namely from the 

Scandinavian region. 
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Iceland has taken steps to secure its independence from military aggression without a 

standing army since becoming an independent state in 1944. Since gaining sovereignty in 

1918, Iceland had claimed neutrality from any armed conflict believing that it would secure 

its position but sought new ways after the Second World War and the British occupation in 

1940. The relationship with the United States (US) began in 1941 with the US defense 

agreement, which provided Iceland with military protection for the remainder of the Second 

World War but was revoked with the Keflavik agreement in 1946. The Cold War gave 

Iceland an unpleasant flashback from the Second World War as Iceland became a founding 

member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949. Iceland’s position was 

always special in NATO, being the only unarmed state, and for the first two years not willing 

to have any foreign soldiers on its soil. But in 1951, the bilateral defense agreement was 

signed and the military base reopened in Keflavik. The base was closed down in 2006, which 

in many ways marked the start of a new era for Iceland after more than 50 years of foreign 

military presence. 

These three cases show the steps Iceland has taken to secure itself from military threats 

besides joining a selective club of states and ideals. These cases give a hint about the changes 

to the strategic culture within the Icelandic political establishment throughout the past 

century. Prior to the Second World War and after the First World War, Iceland had played the 

neutrality card when it came to armed conflict, just as the Nordic countries had done in the 

First World War. The reason may lie in the fact that Iceland had just received its sovereignty 

from the Danish kingdom allowing it to handle its internal and foreign matters. Furthermore, 

it is possible to draw the conclusion that Iceland simply sought to copy the stance the Nordics 

had taken in the First World War. Most of the Icelandic political elite had also acquired higher 

education in Danish universities over the past centuries. 

Icelandic strategic culture has not been given a great deal of thought or even the question 

whether Iceland has had any grand strategy to begin with. However, in this thesis I will not 

outline the grand strategy of Iceland but make a case of Icelandic strategic culture from 

independence in 1944 to the US withdrawal from the Keflavik Airbase in 2006. For almost 60 

years, Iceland and the US formed a profound relationship not only security-wise but also 

cultural bonds, which is no surprise since American Culture was pretty much dominant in 

Western Europe after the war. 

The cases that have been chosen to examine Icelandic Strategic Culture all have a distinct 

similarity; that is, they are all focused on military security and the physical security of the 
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Icelandic state. All these cases are connected even though the last one is at least ten years 

younger that the first two. The first two cases don’t even span a decade but, nevertheless, 

show clear strategic thinking by the Icelandic political elite at the time, which may reflect the 

political atmosphere in the world in the latter half of the twentieth century. The last case study 

is the US withdrawal from the Keflavik Airbase, which shows that the strategic culture did 

not change in Iceland despite the new world order. Iceland still remains in NATO, the 

bilateral agreement with the US is still in force and Iceland remains in the Western political 

culture club despite the rise of other great powers. 

As mentioned above, the central question of this thesis is; what is the Icelandic strategic 

culture and how has it shaped the Icelandic foreign policy? The three cases chosen in relation 

to this central question have multiple sub-questions which will help to answer the central 

question. These questions are: 

 Why did Iceland join the NATO military alliance, thus involving itself in a great 

power struggle? 

 Why did Iceland sign a bilateral defense treaty with the US after the Second World 

War and allowed the US to set up a military base in Iceland?  

 Why did Iceland not find another defender after the US withdrew from Iceland?  

The purpose of my research is to illustrate from a new perspective why Iceland has made 

the decisions it has made. Secondly, I will examine if Iceland has a strategic culture, and 

thirdly attempt to find out if Iceland is capable of thinking strategically about its physical and 

military security. My goal is to demonstrate that there is another way to explain the decisions 

made by the Icelandic government than with conventional IR theories: That there is more to 

the decisions made by Icelandic authorities than Neorealism implies; that Iceland is only 

acting according to its relative capabilities and that these reactions are the result of these 

relative capabilities. Finally, the aim of research like this is to understand the evolution of 

Icelandic foreign policy decisions regarding hard security that can easily affect other foreign 

policy decisions that have been made or will be made in the future. 

Given that the central question is; what is the Icelandic strategic culture and how has it 

shaped Icelandic foreign policy, the question is also meant to explain the way in which 

Iceland made these decisions with regard to the theory of strategic culture. The question will 

also be tested against the theory of Neorealism. Each case that has been presented above will 

be tested against strategic culture and Neorealism. These theories present their own view of 

reality where they work. There are some similarities, such as the order of the international 
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system. Like Neorealism, strategic culture views the international system as anarchic. But the 

theory of strategic culture disagrees on the matter that states are the single most influential 

actor in the system. For strategic culture unlike Neorealism, history, geography and 

experience play a vital role in shaping state behavior that is reflected in the way the political 

elite makes decisions. 

The thesis will be split up into five chapters. The second chapter will outline the 

methodology of the thesis. In chapter three I will present the theoretical framework of this 

thesis. The chapter will cover the theories of strategic culture and Neorealism including my 

notion of Icelandic strategic culture, concluding with a hypothesis set by each theory. Chapter 

four will cover the case studies which will be split up into three sections and the cases 

presented in chronological order. The first section will discuss the NATO membership, the 

second will be the defense agreement and the US military base and the third will be the 

withdrawal from Iceland in 2006. This will be followed up with a test of each theory to each 

case. In chapter five I will conclude this thesis with summary of my findings. 
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Methodology 

Qualitative case studies are no easy task, in fact they are among the most challenging 

methods of social science. Case studies have their limits, yet they are well equipped to answer 

questions that address certain sociological situations, such as the political interactions of a 

state, in order to deepen our knowledge of these interactions or events (Yin 2009, 3-4). 

Furthermore if one is asking questions that are more explanatory, such as why a state did what 

it did or how it did it one is more likely to be successful using case studies as research 

method. Questions like why Iceland joined NATO and why Iceland signed the bilateral 

defense agreement deal with operational links. These operational links have to be traced 

throughout time and not be dependent on the frequency of those incidents, similar to what can 

be achieved with surveys (Yin 2009, 8).   

The reason why I have chosen this method is the level of complexity of international 

relations, hereafter known as IR. Because of this complexity, quantitative, formal and 

statistical methods have not gained any ground when it comes to research in IR.  Furthermore, 

the distribution of phenomena or cases in many ways does not have counterparts that repeat 

themselves in a systematic way. The result of this is that many questions of IR are too 

complex to put in into a formal model in order to test them statistically. The prominence of 

qualitative research in IR reflects the advantage that this method has in the research of 

complex and relatively complex phenomena that occur irregularly. In research of complex 

phenomena, qualitative research has an advantage, which is especially representative when it 

comes to the theoretical categorization of phenomena and when the objective is to trace a trail 

that occurs in IR (Bennett & Elman 2007, 170-171).  

This research method fits what is expected of this thesis; the main objective being to make 

a case for Icelandic strategic culture, in other words to show the relationship between strategic 

culture and strategic decisions (Gray 1999, 49). Case studies are meant to shed a light on 

decisions or a string of decisions, why they were taken and how they were arranged or what 

effect they had. Case studies are used to attain deep understanding of real phenomena, 

whether they are present or historical (Yin 2009, 17-18). As stated above, theories are very 

important in case studies, especially when it comes to case studies within IR regardless of 

whether the objective is to construct a theory or to test it. Theories are what make it possible 

to analyze phenomena within the context that is being researched (Yin 2009, 35).  
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The main sources for this thesis will be preexisting documents, therefore I will not collect 

or construct data in any form. It should, however, be kept in mind that the quality of 

documents can vary and thus it is important to ensure that the quality of the sources is up to 

standard in order to protect the integrity of this thesis. I will first and foremost analyze 

historical documents and peer-reviewed articles, I will also use existing government 

documents and occasional news articles from relevant time periods (Yin 2009 103-105). The 

lack of existing historical narratives and the diversity of authors from this time period, 

especially regarding Iceland, will unfortunately degrade the construct validity of this thesis 

(Yin 2009, 41-42). Being a native Icelander it is hard not to be biased towards the Icelandic 

cause of action but the distance in time helps to get an impartial view of decisions taken that 

long ago. It would have been preferable to be able to get more historical narratives from non-

native scholars - not that I am convinced that the native ones have not given an impartial view 

on these events - but just in order to get another perspective. It is, after all, in the interest of 

the case study to have the widest variety of sources (Yin 2009, 101) 

Studying Iceland during and after the Cold War is important in order to grasp a holistic 

understanding of how Icelandic foreign policy came about. The cases that have been chosen 

have had a profound influence on Icelandic foreign policy that is visible to this day. By 

studying why Icelandic decision-makers took certain decisions it is possible to predict and 

generalize on present events (Yin 2009, 185-186).  
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Theoretical framework 

State behavior is a challenging subject and by no means less challenging than human 

behavior. The study of international relations and its sub-genres has generated countless 

theories meant to explain state behavior. The most common of them perhaps relate to the way 

in which liberalism and realism have, in many ways, followed those that were engaged in 

transnational politics throughout history. This chapter will go over two theories that oppose 

each other in explaining state behavior, even though both of them see the international system 

as an anarchic system. Both of them are fairly recent and were formed in the late twentieth 

century; namely strategic culture and Neorealism. 

 

Strategy and Culture 

The process of defining strategy can be an extremely difficult task and has proven to be so in 

the past. A well-known definition set out by B.H. Liddell Hart describes strategy as “the art of 

distributing and applying military means to fulfill the ends of policy” (Hart 1967, 335). A 

discussion of strategic culture as a theory cannot take place without discussing and defining 

strategy in itself. Hart’s definition, however, limits the concept of strategy to military affairs 

but in reality there is a much broader sphere that influences strategy and how strategy evolves 

from time to time. Strategy is a process that is constantly evolving due to states adapting to 

shifting conditions and circumstances in a changing world. The most obvious factors that that 

play a role in forming a strategy are military affairs and politics, and, to some extent, 

economics. But there are also other factors that play a considerable role in forming a strategy, 

such as geography (Murry and Grimsley 1994, 1-2). It is true that politics and military affairs 

play a big part in strategic thinking but it is necessary to look beyond to be able to think about 

strategy in a more comprehensive way. This does not mean that politics and military affairs 

should be overlooked; looking beyond implies looking deeper into what constitutes the core 

of politics and military affairs. Just as a strategy has many dimensions, so do the dimensions 

of strategy, such as military affairs and politics (Gray 1999, 51-52).  

As the concept of strategy attracted more attention from scholars, it was well known and 

understood that strategy had many dimensions and was far more complex than it might appear 

to be. The mid 1970s saw a turning point in strategic thinking by scholars of strategic theory. 

What had gained more ground was the belief that ideas and behavior that shaped strategies 

had much more connection to the education and social construction of decision-makers than 
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professional strategic literature had previously recognized (Gray 1999, 51). The main lines 

that often define strategy are not that hard to analyze but the process of the evolution of 

strategy is often extremely complex. Strategies do not come out of thin air or as perfect 

solutions. Forming a strategy takes time for the simple reason that there are many variables 

that have to come under consideration; politics, ideology, geography, the capabilities of the 

nation and so forth, disregarding a variable could mean a strategic failure (Murray & 

Grimsley 1994, 3). Strategy can be a very complex phenomenon; to be able to understand it, 

to form a proper and holistic understanding of strategy and for the sake of understanding how 

culture can influence strategic behavior and how culture can manifest itself in strategy, it is 

important to note that strategy has many dimensions that need to be evaluated to form a 

proper and holistic understanding of it (Gray 1999, 52).  

As mentioned above, strategy has many dimensions and perhaps one of the most important 

one in this context is culture. Defining or distinguishing the specific culture of a nation or 

state can be difficult. It is possible that smaller social groups or other subcultures can be and 

are sometimes submitted by other dominant cultures or subcultures. Dominant cultures thus 

impose cultural reforms, manipulate or convince smaller social and cultural groups that the 

dominant form is, in fact, their own (Johnston 1995, 44).  

The general understanding of cultures is that they are a form of fixed socially transmitted 

ideas, sentiments, traditions and a way of thinking that is usually restricted to a particular 

geographical region based on its historical experience and its security needs. States or 

communities often have more than one strategic culture at any given time, depending on 

mission or goals, or by the many geographical environments that it has to conquer. Bearing 

this in mind, strategic culture can change over time just as culture changes. There are simply 

too many factors that come into play that, in the end, will affect culture in one way or another 

that will make it inevitable that the culture will eventually affect how the political elite thinks 

about their strategy. Culture, however, does not change overnight. It is a slow process that 

takes time (Gray 1999, 51-52). The same thing could be said about political culture and the 

definition put forth by political scientists that it is a combination of political codes, rules, 

recipes and assumptions that set the conceptions of the political environment at any given 

place at any given time. By looking closely enough, it will always be possible to find 

variations in the terminology on the definition of culture and political culture and trying to 

differentiate between them. But the bottom line is that there are many similarities between the 

definition of culture and political culture, for example, that culture consist of a collective idea 
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of rules and ways of behaving. These rules impose a regimen within a specific community 

whether it is social, organizational or political (Johnston 1995, 45). Given the explanation of 

strategy and culture, it may appear simple to connect these two terms to form a theory that 

explains strategic culture. But this has caused a big debate between theorists of strategic 

culture over the past three decades or so. This situation has now formed three generations of 

strategic culture theorists that are in constant debate. One of the arguments that the first 

generation theorists have against the third generation is the notion that the third generation 

puts forth that culture is distinguishable from behavior. For first generation theorist, culture 

causes behavior, thus it is impossible to separate the two (Gray 1999, 50). 

 

Three Generations of Strategic Culture 

Strategic culture as a theory of explaining state behavior has gained popularity over the past 

decade. The theory or, at least the idea behind it, was put forward by Jack L. Snyder in the 

‘70s (Poore 2003, 279). In his work on Soviet strategic culture, Snyder explained strategic 

culture as “the sum total of ideas, conditioned emotional responses, and patterns off habitual 

behavior that members of the national strategic community have acquired through instructions 

of imitation and share with each other with regard to nuclear strategy” (Snyder 1977, 8). 

Nations and states experience historical events in a different manner but they also experience 

factors that are unique to them. It is thus reasonable that states confronted with unique events 

and problems have evolved under these unique circumstances so their strategic culture would 

be unique to others (Snyder 1977, 9).  

The term strategic culture was primarily connected to the nuclear realm and was meant to 

explain the differences in nuclear strategy between the US and the Soviet Union. But the 

initial definition proposed by Snyder does indeed have some commonality with those who 

followed in his footsteps but limited themselves to military strategic decisions (Howlett & 

Glenn 2005, 124). Since the term strategic culture was first used, three generations of strategic 

culture that can be separated from each other have been outlined by theorists and the strategic 

culture debate revolves around these. It could be argued that strategic culture is not one of the 

grand theories of international relations but that should not lower the value of the theory by 

any means as a tool to examine state behavior. Most recent debate has been between those 

who label themselves as the first generation and those who label themselves as third 

generation (Gray 1999, 49).  
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The first generation of theories emerged in the late 1970s with the focus on the interaction 

of the Soviet Union and the United States. The attention was first and foremost on explaining 

why the US and the Soviet Union thought differently about nuclear warfare (Poore 2003, 

280). The differences between the US strategic culture and Soviet strategic culture were 

believed to be caused by unique sets of variables such as political culture, geography and 

deeply rooted historical experience that caused these two states to act in a different manner. 

This combination of unique variables made up a unique national historical experience that 

shaped the way of thought and conduct with respect to force. These modes of thoughts 

produced national beliefs in correlation to their strategic choices. During the Cold War, these 

beliefs produced an American way of nuclear strategy that underlined that nuclear war could 

not be won against the Soviet Union because the human cost would be too great. The high 

casualty rate would mean that a meaningful concept of victory would be out of the question. 

The conclusion of first generation theorists was that American strategic culture was 

heterogeneous to the Soviet strategic culture; that is, the US were inadequate at planning and 

thinking strategically how to wage and win a nuclear war against the Soviets. This was what 

made the US fundamentally different from the Soviets (Johnson 1995, 36).  

The early work also showed that this culture was not only pursued by individuals but also 

by organizations. The Soviet Union had continued to spend a large amount of resources on 

westward orientated air defenses when the rationale for these defenses had become more and 

more tenuous. This defense doctrine had made sense in the 1940s and 1950s when the sole 

strategic attack option was with long range bombers but with advances in missile technology 

it became irrelevant. This is in fact a dogma that was created by the Soviet air defense forces 

(POV Strany) (Snyder 1977, 9).  

For the first generation, historical experiences matter greatly and in many aspects they are 

the key factor in making strategic decisions. But there is more to it than just historical 

experiences. There are many factors that influence historical experiences for states and have a 

deep effect on the life and ideas of the citizens of the state. Among first generation theorists 

the argument was also that there were three levels of input into states’ strategic culture: the 

macro-environmental, social and micro level. The macro-environmental level consisted of 

geography, ethnocultural characteristics, and history; the social level consisted of the social, 

political and economic spectrum of life; the micro level consisted of the military institutions 

and the characteristics of the civil-military relationship. The combination of these variables 
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produced a Soviet strategic culture that placed emphasis on offensive grand strategies 

(Johnson 1995, 37). 

The second generation of strategic culture emerged in the mid-1980s the argument being 

that there was a little or no correlation between what leaders think and say they are doing, and 

the deeper motives for what they are actually doing. In the eyes of second generation 

theorists, the strategic culture is instrumental; the second generation and first generation agree 

that strategic culture is the result of historical development and not something that is 

spontaneously developed by political and military elites. Strategic culture is seen as a tool of 

political hegemony in the field of strategic decision-making (Johnson 1995, 39-40). As 

mentioned above, there is more to strategic culture than military affairs. One of the most 

important factors is that it is based on political ideologies of public debate that will help the 

political establishment to define occasions that that are worthy of involvement. When this is 

taken into consideration, it shows that the nature of strategic culture has much to do with the 

geopolitical status of the state in question and of its relation will allies and adversaries. From 

this perspective, strategic culture emerges from a web of diplomatic and economic practices 

that will implicate the state abroad and constrain the range of activities that comprise the 

political economy of the state domestically. It should, however, be kept in mind that this 

political web is not a solid, structured mechanism of interpretation and action but a loose set 

of cultural relations that can inspire the society and is constitutive in the construction of 

political and military strategy. In short, for second generation theorists, strategic culture is the 

study of the cultural hegemony of organized state violence (Klein 1988, 136). 

The third generation of strategic culture came into being in the 1990s. The third generation 

has more interest in specific strategic decisions as dependent variables. Variables such as 

military culture, political-military culture, and organizational culture, all of which have in 

common that they take the realist structure as a target. They put the emphasis on cases where 

structural-materialist conceptions of interest are not able to explain a specific strategic choice. 

Their definition of culture explicitly excludes behavior as a variable making it drastically 

different from the first generation. Other than that, the difference from the first generation is 

not that great when discussing political culture, organizational culture or the first generations 

work on strategic culture. However, the source of these cultures; that is, where they stem from 

is not so rooted in history but a product of more recent practices and experience (Johnson 

1995, 41).  



  

18 

It is worthwhile to point out the difference in empirical use between the first generation 

and the third generation. The first generation is methodologically weak in the eyes of the third 

generation; a generation that is committed to theory testing. The third generation pits 

alternative explanations such as neorealism, bureaucratic organizational models and concept 

of military culture against each other. (Johnson 1995, 42). The third generation says that those 

who have used the term strategic culture previously and can be labeled as the first generation 

theorists have defined it in a way that it is unfalsifiable and untestable. The first generation 

also included thought and action in their definition of strategic culture and left the 

mechanically deterministic implication that strategic thought leads to one type of behavior. 

Another problem was that the first generation wanted to include everything from technology 

to ideology and geography and past patterns of behavior. The result was that there was an 

obvious difference in the strategic cultures of states due to the mechanistically deterministic 

hue that the work took on. Furthermore, the literature is unclear about the sources to look to, 

the analytical methods, how culture is transmitted through time and how it affects behavior 

(Johnston 1996, 221-222).   

Third generation theorists claim that a falsifiable definition of strategic culture is needed, 

one that could at least be separated from cultural variables that are non-strategic and ensnare 

what strategic culture is supposed to do. That can equip decision makers with specific set of 

tools to formulate strategic choices; choices that can entail predictions about behavior, which 

can in return be observed in strategic cultural objects; that will make it possible to trace the 

transmission from strategic cultural objects across time (Johnson 1995, 45-46).  

All of these generations overlap in a certain way, often blurring the distinction between 

them. But it is possible to divide them into an era of their peak intellectual activity, namely 

the 70s, 80s and 90s. It is also possible to see a clear distinction of the area of interest or what 

the theorists are trying to do. The first generation was primarily trying to work on Soviet 

strategic culture. The second generation sought to understand the meaning behind the 

language and how it affected strategic decisions, but the third generation was primarily 

interested in creating a toolbox for decision makers to use in the event of strategic decision 

making (Gray 1999, 49). The claim of the third generation that the first generation is in 

serious error for the reason it is not falsifiable does not carry its weight according to first 

generation theorists. Furthermore the separation of culture and behavior does not stand by 

itself and will always be challenged by the reality of how security communities operate (Gray 

1999, 58). The first generation does, however, accept the argument made by the third 
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generation that it is possible that there is more than one strategic culture in every security 

community (Gray 1999, 54).  

 There is a deeper understanding of the first generation than the third generation points out. 

It has been made clear earlier in this chapter that first generation theorists claim that strategy 

has many dimensions. It is thus imperative to have a clear understanding of these dimensions 

and to have a proper holistic understanding of strategy and how culture can manifest itself. 

First generation theorists have categorized strategy dimensions into three groups; people and 

politics, preparation for war and war proper. Each of these groups has a cluster of dimensions 

within themselves. The first dimension consists of people, society, culture, politics and ethics, 

while the second two were mainly focused on the process of war and the preparation of war 

that included everything, from economics, logistics, organization, military preparation and 

administration, to information, intelligence, technology, geography and the specific adversary 

at the time. The second two dimensions had been borrowed from Carl von Clausewitz from 

his writing on war and were by no means invented by the first generation but the actual reality 

of military affairs (Gray 1999, 53).  

First generation theorists conclude that the policy interest in strategic culture does not lie in 

the prediction of how culture might influence behavior. Instead, the vital question is what 

does the observed behavior mean (Gray 1999, 56). There are six points that clarify the nature 

and working of strategic culture. The first point claims that strategic behavior cannot be 

beyond culture; Adversity cannot cancel culture; Strategic culture is a guide to action; 

Strategic culture expresses comparative advantage; Strategic culture can be dysfunctional; 

Strategic cultures can be variously categorized (Gray 1999, 62-66). The bottom line is that 

culture is so rooted in our behavior that it transcends that our own being is culture; we are the 

culture, thus by trying to exclude behavior from the equation would lead the theory into error. 

Strategic decision makers will behave in ways that have been influenced by their cultural 

pattern of assumption (Gray 1999, 68-69). There is possibly no better way to summarize 

strategic culture than by the words of Colin S. Gray: 

The idea of strategic culture does not imply that there is a simple one-for-one relationship between 

culturally traceable preferences and actual operational choices. The claim rather is that culture shapes the 

process of strategy-making, and influences the execution of strategy, no matter how close actual choice 

may be to some abstract or idealized cultural preference. (Gray 1999, 55). 
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Notion of Icelandic Strategic Culture 

Icelandic strategic culture is deeply rooted in Icelandic history. Since the first half the 20th 

century, geography, technology, geopolitics, and the behavior of states have been the most 

influential factor in the shaping of Icelandic strategic culture. With advances in technology 

and geopolitical changes, Iceland became increasingly strategically important geographically 

as had been proven in the Second World War and during the Cold War between the US and 

the USSR. Being a small nation has played a big role in Icelandic strategic thinking and has 

shaped the cultural identity of the nation. Iceland has been under the protection of a greater 

power for most of its existence: initially under Denmark and then the United Kingdom, in 

some sense, and finally the United States.  

Icelandic strategic culture has three elements: through the decades since it independence it 

has sought protection by alliances, which has been perpetuated both by individuals and 

organizations. The case of Iceland joining NATO will demonstrate this. This element is 

highly influenced by the second element which is the resolve to keep the nation without a 

standing army, and to keep the citizens of Iceland out of conflicts. In fact, Iceland is willing to 

outsource the defense of the nation to good allies, preferably the United States, rather than 

taking care of it themselves. This is how Iceland advances its interests by adopting defensive 

bandwagoning with foreign powers, which is done to minimize Iceland´s need for a standing 

military. One could argue that this was merely a strategy of minimal effort, but that is not the 

case. Iceland does not have the capabilities to defend itself and thus wasting manpower on 

defenses would mean that Iceland would not be able to use them to advance their economic 

prosperity. Thirdly, Iceland wants to be included in the in-group of Western democratic 

nations and its Nordic brothers and sisters in the east due to the profound relationship 

throughout history.  

Icelandic strategic culture is unique due to the size of the nation but that does not mean that 

there could not be similarities with other nations. The fact is that there are not many nations 

that have no army or, at least, self-defense force.  

For the purpose of this thesis, three sets of hypotheses will be constructed to test the aspects 

of Icelandic strategic culture. These hypotheses are meant to explain why Iceland joined 

NATO, why Iceland made a bilateral defense agreement with the US, and why Iceland and 

the US still have this relationship. 

 



  

21 

Strategic culture hypothesis: If strategic culture is true, then Iceland will seek protection 

by alliances. If strategic culture is true, then Iceland will stay away from building its own 

military and keep the nation military free. If strategic culture is true, then Iceland will align 

itself with Western democratic nations that share similar values and political culture. 

 

Neorealism 

A clear challenger to the strategic culture theory is Neorealism. The reason is that Neorealism 

is a state-centric theory that views the state as the most important actor in the international 

system. At its core is the conception that states react to actions of another state in the manner 

of self-preservation. The state will act in such a way that will maximize the survival of the 

state in coming future. Neorealism is a theory that began its life at a similar time as strategic 

culture: However, Neorealism leaves practically no space for the human factor and claims that 

the human factor has nothing to do with explaining why states need more power or why they 

want to keep others from gaining more. This is the reality of the anarchic structure of the 

international system. Neorealists firmly believe that power is the most important factor in 

international relations. To neo-realists, power is the sole driver of state behavior that can 

explain why states behave in the way they behave (Mearsheimer 2013, 77-79). In the early 

1970s the theory of Neorealism was created by Kenneth Waltz. It bears the marks of the 

period in which it was conceived and surely the historical lessons that had been learned with 

the two world wars that remodeled the international system for the coming decades. 

Neorealism has offered an analysis of the international system that can be used as a 

framework. Neorealism has given the field of national security studies much of its intellectual 

context and collective outlook. Furthermore, Neorealism presents a tight, deductive theory 

that enables the theorization about national security and international politics at state level. 

However, the primary object of the theory is meant to explain why the balancing behavior of 

states occurs repetitively throughout history (Katzenstein 1996, 26). 

Neorealism is a structural theory about international politics. Two of the most important 

elements that explain the behavior of states are the relative distribution of power and 

international anarchy. These two variables are intended to evaluate the political structure of 

the international system. According to the theory, states live within an anarchic world order 

which is a critical explanatory variable. This variable also underlines the important fact that 

states operate in a self-help system (Shimko 2001, 297-298). “Among men as among states, 

anarchy or the absence of government, is associated with the occurrence of violence” (Waltz 
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1979, 102). Its main focus, however, is the structure of the international system, not 

individual units or how they are constructed. The internal structure of states has nothing to do 

with the structure of the international system. That being said, Neorealism works on the unit 

level, meaning that the sole actor in the international system is the state, not individuals or 

organizations (Shimko 2001, 298-300).  

The main focus is on the structure of the international system. The international system 

operates on two levels; the system level and the unit level. Neorealism wants to explain how 

the two levels operate and interact. There is a tendency with conventional systematic 

approaches to confuse the system level with unit level causes. This is a problem; the 

definition of the structure must be removed from the characteristics of the units, both their 

intentions and their behavior. They must be excluded because it is essential to separate 

variables at the system level and variables at the unit level. Simplifying the essence of units 

and what drives them, like leaving factors such as interactions, personality and behavior out 

of the picture gives a rather homogeneous picture of the society within the units. What 

supports this is that the structure of the system may endure while personality, behavior, and 

interaction vary greatly. Units will behave in a certain way due to tow factors (Waltz 1979, 

79-80). This implies that Neorealism is by no means interested in the specific characteristics 

of the states in question. States are in fact just another red brick in the wall of the international 

structure, some are bigger some are smaller. States will always behave in similar ways, being 

democratic or authoritarian, having different political ideology, secular or religious they will 

pursue power at the cost of other states (Waltz 1979, 51-54) 

The structure of the international system is built on ordering principles and the distribution 

of capabilities, which decides where units are placed within the system. According to Waltz, 

microeconomic theory can explain ordering principles. In microeconomic theory, order is 

established due to acts made by self-interested individual units or people. These units will 

then act within a structure that has been created by the joint action of units. Once that 

structure has been created, it becomes a force of nature, a force that the units have the means 

to control. The same logic applies to the international systems; they are also formed by the 

joint action of self-interested units. The unit can only survive in a self-help structure by 

maximizing its gain economically in order to prosper. The international domain is not 

different in that aspect, thus it would be logical to assume that states want to safeguard their 

future survival. Their drive to survive and prosper can originate from the desire to conquer 
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adversaries, cooperate with other states, or simply stay outside of the conflict (Waltz 1986, 

81-85). 

 States are placed within the international system based on their relative capabilities to 

other states. One of the best ways to see where a state stands against others is to study the 

distribution of capabilities in the international system. Their placement is primarily ordered by 

their greater or lesser capabilities for performing similar tasks. The power of states thus lies in 

their capabilities. The structure of the international system changes with the changes in the 

distribution of capabilities. The power of each unit is assessed by comparing the capabilities 

of units across the system. By doing so, it is possible to create a ranking system that can show 

where units stand against other states. This also creates a hierarchy in the system that in many 

ways becomes a pecking order for states. Alliances between states do not alter the ranking of 

states in the international system like political alliances can alter the balance of power in 

multiparty systems. There is a big difference between political alliances and the merger of a 

number of political parties into two separate factions. The merger of those political parties 

would change the system but a political alliance would still keep the multiparty system intact. 

The international political systems are not different in that sense; the system will still remain a 

multipolar system even if a great number of states would form an alliance against another 

power to defeat it. These states would still remain separate units within the system after the 

war (Waltz 1986, 92-95). 

The balance of power is a crucial factor of Neorealism, just as the aim of the theory was in 

the beginning, to explain the recurrence of the balancing behavior of states in history. The use 

of force by states is expected within the international system and all states must be prepared 

for it, even if they choose to live under the protection of their mightier neighbors (Waltz 1979, 

102). There is a notion among theorists that states, even though they live within a self-help 

system, will seek to minimize the gains of other states through balancing that is usually done 

through cooperation (Mearsheimer 2013, 81). States worry about the division of the possible 

gains of cooperating states that may favor others more than themselves; after all they operate 

in a self-help system. In essence, the international system is a zero-sum field of gains and 

losses (Waltz 1979, 105-106). Bipolar systems are said to be more efficient when it comes to 

balancing, for the simple reason that the great powers have no choice but to confront each 

other. Other states can be useful allies but they will not decide the overall balance. So, to 

neorealists, alliances are not a necessary factor in a bipolar system but could be a more 

favorable part of a multi-polar system (Mearsheimer 2013, 85).  
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In essence, the theory behind the balance of power is that the system is created by the 

actions and interactions of states and is based on assumptions about their behavior. In a self-

help system those who do not help themselves or cannot do it as effectively as others fail to 

prosper. The failure to do so stimulates states to behave in ways that lead toward a creation of 

a balance of power (Waltz 1979, 118). Furthermore, balancing is believed to be more 

prevalent than bandwagoning but that does not mean that under the right conditions 

bandwagoning is the preferred choice of manoeuvre (Keohane 1988, 172). The reason why 

states would not want to bandwagon other states is that it could make them vulnerable to their 

powerful partner (Mearsheimer 2013, 82). However, the international system is based on the 

distribution of capabilities, meaning that bandwagoning is rational where gains are possible, 

even for losers and where losing does not put the security of states at risk (Waltz 1979, 126). 

Greater powers choose balance over bandwagoning but, in the case of smaller ones, balancing 

is not an option. It is only logical that smaller, weaker states bandwagon the more powerful 

ones because the latter will take what they want with force anyway (Mearsheimer 2003, 162-

163). The dynamics of bandwagoning will change the system, initial success will advance 

further successes it will not generate further resistance (Schweller 1994, 92). 

 

Neorealism hypothesis: If neorealism is true, Iceland will seek a way to maximize 

survival via bandwagoning a more powerful and less threatening state; namely the United 

States. The reason is the minimal relative capabilities of Iceland. But this should also mean 

that, as the structure of the international system changes, the alignment of Iceland should 

change. If the power of the United States declines, Iceland should, according to the theory, 

bandwagon another power. 
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Case studies 

The cases that have been chosen to map Icelandic strategic culture in the 20th century and 

onwards date back to the independence of Iceland in 1944. It could be argued that there was a 

dawn of a new world order in the wake of the outcome of World War II, and it certainly 

created a new situation for Iceland. During the Cold War, the idea of security was first and 

foremost connected to military affairs rather than anything else (Government of Iceland 1993, 

8). The first case will be the formation of NATO and Iceland’s NATO membership; the 

second case will be Iceland's bilateral defense agreement and the establishment of the US 

military base in Iceland. The last case has been chosen to show how Icelandic strategic culture 

has endured throughout the 20th century and continued into the 21st. 

Iceland-NATO the end of an era 

When discussing Icelandic changes in behavior regarding security in the late 1940s it is 

necessary to take a quick look at how Iceland saw its security prior to the 1940s. Naturally 

Iceland was culturally and economically aligned with the Nordic nations through a 

relationship that spans more than 1000 years, a bond that may last 1000 more. This does not 

mean that Iceland was not under the influence of other nations. Iceland began shaping its 

foreign policy in the early 20th century despite still being part of the Danish Kingdom and not 

being a sovereign state. One could argue that for the better part of the 19th and early 20th 

century Iceland lived under the mercy of the British Empire. This is something that the 

Icelandic political elite became fully aware of during the First World War. The First World 

War proved to be a historical experience that had a profound effect on the Icelandic political 

elite and on the relationship with the United Kingdom (Jensdóttir 1980, 9-12). As the war 

dragged on Iceland was cut off from the European markets due to the British blockade on 

Germany and the British domination at sea. Two years into the war Iceland made a business 

deal with the United Kingdom that made Iceland one of the biggest business partner of the 

UK during the war. Nevertheless there is a certain cultural alignment that happens prior to the 

declaration of neutrality by the Icelandic government (Jensdóttir 1980, 38-40). It is possible to 

believe that after the war Iceland understood its place in the international system and did not 

intend to get involved in the great power politics. Iceland gained sovereignty under the Danish 

Kingdom in 1918 with the Danish-Icelandic Act of Union. Article 19 of the Act of Union 
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states that Denmark should inform foreign states that by these laws it has approved Iceland as 

a sovereign state and that Iceland will declare everlasting neutrality (Whitehead 2006, 22-23).  

Iceland was able to keep its neutrality throughout the Second World War. However, in the 

wake of the Second World War, in 1940 Iceland was occupied by the UK. The occupation 

was, however, not done as a territorial expansion of the UK but as a precaution to deter 

German forces from occupying Iceland and closing the Atlantic (Whitehead 2006, 33-34). 

The British occupation forces were relieved by another neutral, the US, one year later. That 

same year Iceland made a defense agreement with the US trying its best to hold on to the 

neutrality policy. Iceland saw a need to make an agreement with the US that was not at war at 

the time in 1941. This was done to defend Iceland in the event of an attack from Nazi 

Germany that had shown interest in Iceland prior to the war (Whitehead 2006, 37). Iceland 

stood steadfast on its neutrality policy, which explains why Iceland was not among the 

founding members of the United Nations. Iceland was unwilling to declare war on the Axis 

powers (Egilsson 1985, 145). As the Second World War came to an end, the new world order 

was self-evident, the fight for influence in the international system would be between the 

United States and the Soviet Union. The Second World War had its effects on Iceland and 

how it preserved itself in the international system (Guðlaugsson 1976, 11).  

There is a long road from being a neutral to being a member of collective defense 

organization. Up to the membership of NATO, Iceland made two deals with the United 

States, first in 1941 with a Military Protection Agreement commonly known as 

“Herverndarsamningurinn” in Icelandic. Five years later, in 1946, Iceland and the US signed 

the Keflavík Agreement (Ingimundarson 1996, 17). Iceland was incrementally positioning 

itself with Western powers throughout the first half of the 20th century. It is a widely held 

belief that the position of the leading political parties in Iceland toward national security at the 

end of the war was to maintain everlasting neutrality and keep the state free of physical 

defenses as the best option for the future security of Iceland. The fear was that the Soviet 

Union would annex or at least dominate over the states that the army had conquered in the 

war against Hitler. There was no sign of the Soviet Union retreating from the Nordic states in 

Scandinavia; in other words, the Russian threat loomed over Iceland as the militaries of the 

UK and US were clearing out of Iceland (Whitehead 1991, 63-64).  

As the negotiations for the Keflavik Agreement were coming to a conclusion many things 

had changed in Europe and also the criteria of the agreement. Initially, the US army wanted to 

build up the military base in Iceland that had been used in the war. However, that was refused 
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by the Icelandic government. In 1946 the Russian threat was not as great as it had been in the 

eyes of Icelandic government; the Russians had retreated from the Nordic countries. The core 

of the Keflavik Agreement was that was that the Keflavik airport would become a property of 

the Icelandic authorities and the US military would leave Iceland (Whitehead 1991, 71-72). 

However, the US would be allowed to use the airport to support its occupation in Europe 

(Ingimundarson 1996, 17). The Keflavik Agreement marked a new beginning in Icelandic 

foreign and security decision-making that allowed Iceland to be right between neutrality and 

showing full support to the West, preferably the US.  (Whitehead 1991, 72). 

The political landscape changed at an incredible pace after the Second World War. What 

came out of that turmoil was the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The Red threat 

loomed over Europe once again in February 1948, when Communists overthrew the Czech 

government with the support of the Soviet Union. This was followed by a travel ban in West 

Berlin. The fear of similar actions by Communists was also expressed by the Icelandic 

government (Whitehead 1991, 86-87).  

The Soviet threat loomed over Iceland, though today it seems to have been overreaction. 

However when the Soviet herring fleet disappeared in the autumn of 1948 it made the 

Icelandic political elite nervous of an imminent coup due to the lack of defenses. Furthermore, 

intelligence from the Danish Intelligence Agency on Soviet naval movements and spy 

networks in Iceland seems to confirm the Soviet military interest in Iceland (Whitehead 1998, 

35-36). Even though Iceland still had the luck of being protected by the ocean, as 

Scandinavian foreign ministers brought up with Bjarni Benediktsson then foreign minister of 

Iceland, which the previous war had proven, it was not necessarily the case now (Jóhannesson 

2004, 117). The Icelandic government moved fast to find ways that could ensure the defenses 

of Iceland. The easiest way was to translate the Keflavik Agreement into a bilateral defense 

agreement. The Icelandic government understood the strategic importance of Iceland to the 

US and knew that the US would not stand by and see Iceland taken over by Soviet Forces 

(Ingimundarson 2012, 207).  

NATO was essentially a response to the increased Soviet aggression in Eastern Europe in 

1948 and the deterioration of the relationship of Western states with the Soviet Union. Even 

though Iceland eventually joined NATO, the road leading toward membership was not 

smooth (Ingimundarson 2012, 208). Iceland did not initiate negotiations of joining NATO but 

was invited. The Icelandic Foreign Minister had been advised about the will to include 

Iceland in the Atlantic alliance as soon as states that were already in discussion about the 
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alliance had reached the stage where it was reasonable to approach others (Egilsson 1985, 

148). There was still a strong sentiment among the Icelandic public and the political left wing 

in Iceland about joining any sort of military alliance or to have a military presence on 

Icelandic soil during peacetime. The Second World War occupation was still in fresh memory 

with the number of soldiers equaling almost the half the Icelandic population. For many 

nationalists it posed a danger to the nation and its culture. The left wing used nationalism as a 

tool to support its agenda to keep Iceland away from any form of military alliance 

(Ingimundarson 2012, 208). 

The challenge for the US and the UK was to get Iceland on the same page. They saw the 

best way to get Iceland in was through its Nordic brothers and sisters, the Danes and 

preferably the Norwegians. That would be the key to getting Iceland in and a way for the US 

to get its base in Iceland that the US had been striving for since the end of the Second World 

War (Ingimundarson 1996, 129). At the same time the UK and the US were forming the idea 

of NATO, the Scandinavian states of Sweden, Norway, and Denmark were forming the idea 

of Nordic defense alliance. However, when the Norwegians brought up the idea of bringing 

Iceland to the table, the Swedes rejected it on the grounds it would have similarities with the 

Atlantic defense cooperation that was strictly against Swedish foreign policy. The relationship 

between Norway and Iceland was instrumental for Iceland to join NATO. For the 

Norwegians, forming some sort of Atlantic alliance was crucial. It came up in a meeting 

between the foreign ministers of Norway and Iceland that the Norwegians were afraid that a 

formation of an alliance would not be done in the time in case of an eventual attack from the 

Soviet Union (Egilsson 1985, 148-149). At this stage, cooperation in security matters with 

Western democratic nations was viewed as natural. This was the general standpoint of all 

parties in Parliament, what extent such cooperation should reach is another case (Guðlaugsson 

1976, 48-49).  

The profound relationship that Iceland had with Norway and Denmark surely influenced 

decision-making in Iceland, however, the Prime Minister of Iceland expressed his thoughts in 

a letter to the Prime Minister of Denmark that was delivered by the Foreign Minister of 

Iceland. In the letter, the Prime Minister expressed his thoughts about the future security of 

Iceland and the Nordic states. Heavy hearted, he said that if Norway and Denmark would not 

join NATO it would mean that Iceland and the Nordic countries would go separate ways if 

Iceland were to join. However, it was also necessary for Iceland to secure it defenses. 

Icelandic authorities even thought about approaching the Norwegians to evaluate what was 
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needed for the defenses for Iceland since Iceland’s knowledge of warfare was little or none. 

For the Icelandic political elite, the membership of Norway and Denmark was essential for the 

political understanding of the NATO membership in Iceland (Guðlaugsson 1976, 74-76).  

The interest of the Icelandic government in security was obviously there, but the Icelandic 

government was not at ease about joining the military alliance. Joining an alliance would 

mean that Iceland would abandon the neutrality policy that it had kept so firmly since it 

gained sovereignty in 1918. The belief among statesmen of the viability of neutrality was 

diminished due the behavior of Stalin in Germany and Czechoslovakia (Ingimundarsson 

1996, 117-119). Eventually, Iceland was brought into the discussion by the US 

(Ingimundarsson 1996, 120). March 30th 1949 Iceland joined NATO with mixed support from 

the local population. Nevertheless the Parliament voted 37 in favor and 13 against, 10 of 

whom were in the Socialist Party, two members of the Social Democratic Party and one from 

the Progressive Party. Two members of the Progressive Party abstained from the vote. This 

step meant that Iceland’s place was firmly set in the realm of Western democracies and has 

set the line for what was to come for Iceland in the intentional system (Ingmundarsson 1996, 

135&138).   

 

Testing the Strategic Culture Hypothesis 

Strategic culture hypothesis: If strategic culture is true, Iceland will seek protection by 

alliances. If strategic culture is true, Iceland will stay away from building its own military and 

keep the nation military free. If strategic culture is true, Iceland will align itself with western 

democratic nations that share similar values and political culture. 

Finding: Affirmed. 

 

There is strong evidence that supports strategic culture when it comes to examining why 

Iceland joined NATO and which forces pushed Iceland to take that position, a position that 

had previously been considered impossible to take. In strategic culture, more than one factor 

sets the course of action for states when making strategic decisions. It is not a preset of tools 

but a culturally infused behavior that creates preferences to operational choices (Gray 1999, 

55). There is more than one factor that explains why Iceland joined NATO and all of them 

have deep historical aspects and reflect recent experiences that influenced the strategic 

decisions Iceland took in the 1940s. 
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There is the aspect of seeking security through the alliance, following the Nordic neighbors 

and other Western democratic states and seeking protection by a great power such as the US. 

However, it is not accurate to say that Iceland had bandwagoned any single great power but 

saw itself in a military alliance where its contribution was merely the location of the island. 

This could be viewed as bandwagoning the alliance rather than anything else (Whitehead 

1998, 36-37). Iceland had no intention of fighting any war or to build up any army. It was 

even made clear by the Icelandic authorities that during peacetime no foreign troops of the 

member states could be in Iceland (Guðlaugsson 1976, 32-33). So by that understanding, 

Iceland was bandwagoning the alliance and, to be fair, it was also buck passing but 

nevertheless Iceland did bandwagon NATO (Mearsheimer 2003, 267). The term 

bandwagoning is often used by Neorealists when explaining why states link up to defend 

against other states, threatening states that often have territorial ambitions. This is what 

happens when smaller states join an alliance knowing that their contribution will be minimal 

at least in terms of material. For a small state like Iceland, bandwagoning an alliance was a 

rational decision (Mearsheimer 2003, 162-163).  

Why states would rather join a certain alliance is not always a clear cut issue nor is which 

one to join. There are many reasons why states join alliances. However, this is not entirely the 

case with Iceland. Iceland was well aware that it was not able to secure itself in the new world 

order being a small state with no active military forces or military knowledge. With the 

introduction of new weaponry in the Second World War, the possibility of being neutral in the 

case of a conflict between the two superpowers was in fact out of the question, it would only 

be a matter of time who would be the first to occupy Iceland in the event of war between the 

superpowers (Gray 1999, 67-68). Iceland was only a five-year-old republic, and having too 

close ties to a superpower was not the most favorable outcome, but an alliance with a group of 

like-minded states would be more favorable. As Iceland joined NATO it was known from the 

beginning that the nation would not be a net contributor to the alliance, but that was never the 

plan of Icelandic authorities. Iceland was able to strike a deal in the formation of NATO that 

forbids foreign troops of other member states during peacetime (Whitehead 1991, 107-110). 

The situation in world politics called for action by the Icelandic government to take a 

strategic decision with regard to security. Before the proposal for NATO had reached 

Icelandic authorities, an idea to form a Nordic defense alliance that included Iceland at the 

request of Norway was in motion but it was not favorited by Sweden (Ingimundarson 1996, 

126). Alliances are made to answer to a certain type of threats that are posed to states (Walt 
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1985, 4). Bandwagoning is when states align themselves with the more powerful actor but 

that is not the entire case as it also concerns the question of threat. Often states decide to 

bandwagon states that are not a threat to them, however, states sometimes tend bandwagon 

the most threatening state in the hope that they will not be attacked. This happened when Italy 

bandwagoned Germany prior to the Second World War (Walt 1985, 8). In 1949, it is 

debatable who was the stronger actor, the Soviet Union or the US. However, in the case of 

Iceland, the Soviet Union was the more threatening state of the two having showed totalitarian 

behavior in East Germany and Czechoslovakia (Ingimundarson 1996, 95). States also tend to 

bandwagon the side that they believe is the stronger and those they see as the way to go 

forward (Schweller 1994, 96). For Iceland, like most nations, the sovereignty is its most 

prized possession and in fact the cornerstone of the forward development of all nations and a 

necessity for a nation to keep its identity among nations (Jónsson 1986, 138) 

It is also evident that the Icelandic government did not take this step in order to build up its 

own military or defense force even though the idea had come up. There was simply no 

sentiment to build up a military force and frankly it went against Icelandic values that have 

deep historical roots into Icelandic mentality (Jónsson 1986, 148). In a retrospective to realist 

theories such as neorealism, it would be expected of Iceland to at least build up some sort of a 

defense force as a strategic choice (Waltz 1988, 624). The fact, that Iceland did not do so, 

supports the notion that the culture of Iceland and the strategic culture did not favor the idea 

of the militarization of Iceland (Jónsson 1986, 148). It is possible to believe that in the case of 

hostile takeover the harm to the nation would be greater if it was armed rather than unarmed. 

On the other hand, the perception of having a defense force or a military would have had the 

effect on the public that neutrality would be a too distant thought. In other words, having no 

army gives the perception of neutrality to the public. In the eyes of the Icelandic authorities, 

the position of Iceland was their military contribution to the alliance and a way to ensure the 

security of their closest neighbors. It can be said that by keeping the nation military free, 

Iceland was able to stick to the previous strategy of neutrality, at least the idea of it, but the 

fact is by joining NATO Iceland abandoned neutrality to secure itself in an alliance 

(Guðlaugsson 1976, 32 & 82). It is even more evident that the strategic culture was not a 

preset of tools and that the Icelandic policy and decision makers were well aware of that fact 

that the measures that a state had to take would in many cases be different depending on the 

needs and culture of each state, just as Gray has made clear (Gray 1999, 55). 
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 Iceland’s geographical position made Iceland strategically important to the US and the 

Soviet Union during the cold war. Iceland was well aware of this and feared that it might land 

between the two giants and become occupied once again like it was in the Second World War. 

Thus, it was more favorable to enter an alliance on their own terms (Whitehead 1998, 50). 

The political elite was also trying to position Iceland in the Western political realm and the 

attitude of the Nordic nations were very important the Icelandic political elite. The danger of 

increasing the political distance from the Nordic neighbors was not attractive. As Iceland saw 

Norway and Denmark moving closer the US-UK realm and willing to join NATO, the 

political atmosphere in Iceland changed. One of the decisive factors for the entry into NATO 

was cultural; to be precise it was the long-standing relationship between the Nordic nations, 

especially the Norwegians and the Danes (Guðlaugsson 1976, 77). Furthermore, the creation 

of NATO was, in fact, a consolidation of the blocks that were created a decade before the 

First World War. There, it can be seen that the great powers that were at the forefront of the 

alliance had a common agenda and common interests, their values are perhaps one of the most 

important factors behind being a liberal democracy (Rothstein 1968, 242-243).  

The political elite in Iceland did not really take any steps unless they were certain what the 

next move would be from the Norwegians and the Danes. It is reasonable to ask if the Danes 

and the Norwegians had not joined, would Iceland have joined (Guðlaugsson 1976, 76)? 

From this perspective, strategic culture became a guide to action (Gray 1999, 63-64). The 

problem is that the sentiment for the military alliance was not favorable among the population 

in Iceland, so in many ways the decisions of the Nordic states would influence the sentiment 

and the political understanding in Iceland at that time. The best evidence of this is the 

reluctance of the Icelandic political elite leading up to the discussions of forming the alliance 

(Gray 1999, 62).  

Iceland also had incentives to join the alliance due to previous experience with states such 

as the US. The US did not arrive as an occupying force in the 1940s but as a protector. The 

term occupying force is often used to describe the arrival of the British expeditionary force 

but, in reality, they were favored over the German forces. The Western alignment of Iceland 

had been going on well before Iceland joined NATO. The peaceful relationship with the US 

and the deep historical and cultural roots that Iceland had with the Nordics had everything to 

do with Iceland being willing to join NATO. The culture was a deciding factor when it came 

to the strategic choices that Iceland made in late 1940s by joining NATO and swiftly 

abandoning the neutrality policy (Gray 1999, 68-69). Iceland was and always has been given 
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special treatment within NATO, at least during the Cold War but in the recent past has been 

taking a more active role as will be discussed in the last case. 

 

Testing the Neorealist Hypothesis 

Neorealism hypothesis: If Neorealism is true, Iceland will seek a way to maximize survival 

via bandwagoning a more powerful and less threatening state; namely the United States. The 

reason is the minimal relative capabilities of Iceland. But this should also mean that as the 

structure of the international system changes, the alignment of Iceland should change. If the 

power of the United States declines, Iceland should, according to the theory, bandwagon 

another power. 

Finding: Affirmed. 

 

When discussing maneuvers that are aimed at securing a state's survival, realism and 

neorealism are never far away and that is certainly the case here. The behavior of Iceland in 

the late 1940s is a testament to the uncertainty that is ingrained in the international system, 

given the fact that anarchy sets the pace of strategic decisions taken by governments. Iceland 

did bandwagon NATO during the Cold War as Iceland saw that option as the best considering 

its own relative capabilities and of the US being the most powerful actor at that time. 

To Neorealists, alliances are formed out of necessity as a response to imminent threat and 

are not meant to last indefinitely. Furthermore, alliances are always made with compromises 

since the interests and the idea of how states secure themselves are never identical (Waltz 

1979, 166-167). According to Neorealism, bandwagoning is not favored over the balance 

concept in relations when great powers band up with each other to deter other states. 

However, when states are small like Iceland it is only rational to bandwagon as has been 

previously pointed out (Mearsheimer 2003, 162-163). Iceland perceived itself as a small state 

with relatively little capabilities to defend itself against foreign threats and aggression 

(Guðlaugsson 1976. 32). But being small is not the only reason states decide to bandwagon 

other states. There is the element of fear that drives states to take drastic decisions to join an 

alliance, after all the state lives in a zero-sum world where it can be the one that loses the 

most even though it was not a direct actor in a conflict between great powers. After all states 

small or big will seek a way to maximize their power (Lebow 2010, 84-85). 
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Why did Iceland bandwagon NATO instead of the Soviet Union? The reason is that the US 

which could be viewed as the leader in the foundation of the alliance was, at that time, far 

stronger than the Soviet Union and Iceland saw the Soviet Union as an aggressive state 

against free nations (Guðlaugsson 1976. 30-32). But Neorealism also claims that states in an 

anarchic world order must provide for their own security. This is the result of living in a self-

help system but to what extent is not really disclosed by the theory. The theory sets up a 

variety of options that states have at their disposal, however, these options will always depend 

on their capabilities (Waltz 1988, 624 ). If a state lacks in capabilities and is not able to secure 

itself with the resources at their disposal, an alliance is a rational progression in security for 

small states. Bandwagoning through an alliance is a viable option for states. It can lead to 

more durable peace especially if it is done with the less aggressive actor. Bandwagoning with 

a more aggressive expansionist states may increase system stability. And for small states 

where the cost of securitization and war will quickly become a burden, bandwagoning is a 

more favorable option since it rarely involves the expenditure of resources and is usually done 

with the expectation of gains (Schweller 1994, 93).  

In relation to Iceland at this time, the gains of Iceland would be security and freedom from 

oppression by an expansionist state. Other than that, possible gains for Iceland were not a 

chance to better its position in the international system as it would be for bigger states. 

Keeping the status quo for a small state like Iceland was more important than altering the 

structure of the international system (Sweeney & Fritz 2004, 433). 

Neorealism primarily revolves around great powers but that does not mean that small 

powers do not need to follow the same principles in the international system. It is by their will 

that the structure of the international system alters (Sweeney & Fritz 2004, 429). There is no 

hiding that Neorealism can explain why Iceland joined NATO in 1949. The fear that the 

Soviet Union caused drew Iceland into an alliance with the less threatening states. By 

bandwagoning NATO, Iceland was able to secure itself in the international system despite 

having relatively little capabilities compared to other states in Europe. Iceland saw this 

alignment first and foremost as a way to maximize its survival, not as a way to maximize its 

overall power and influence in the international system. It could also be said that Iceland 

wanted to be the ruler of its own fate but not subject to an occupation as it was in the Second 

World War (Waltz 1976, 166-167). For Iceland, it was a rational progression to secure itself 

and advance its interest to bandwagon the less threatening alliance with similar interests. 

Iceland, being a fairly small state, has no intention of altering the status quo in the 
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international system like a rising great power would be more compelled to do; that is, if it 

would want a superpower status (Sweeney & Fritz 2004, 429-434). This put Iceland and 

NATO on the same page with the US which, for the most part, was the backbone of NATO 

and mainly concerned with keeping the status quo in the system at that time through the 

alliance (Waltz 1976, 169). 
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Iceland-US Bilateral Defense Agreement 

The events that had occurred in the late 1940s had a deep impact on the behavior of the 

Western states and their perception of the Soviet Union and their plausible intentions. The 

coup in Czechoslovakia and the closedown of all transit in and out of East Berlin were the two 

most pivotal factors in the foundation of the NATO in 1949. That being said, these events had 

as much to do with the tension that ignited once again in Europe with the invasion of South 

Korea by the North Korean army in the summer of 1950. The red threat still existed even 

though NATO had been founded the year before and the tension was still there (Condit 1988, 

2). 

Only two years had passed since Iceland joined NATO when Iceland signed the bilateral 

defense agreement with the US in 1951. It is often said that with the signing of the bilateral 

defense agreement Iceland officially turned away from its neutrality policy once and for all 

and thus firmly placed itself among Western democratic states. First and foremost the purpose 

was to ensure the security of the Icelandic nation in a new era (Government of Iceland 1993, 

16). But that did not mean that Iceland would embark on a mission to build up its own 

military force. The early 1950s was a troublesome time in international politics, the red threat 

was still looming over Europe but now Asia was the hot spot in the conflict between the East 

and the West. The ink on the Washington Treaty of 1949, the treaty that established NATO, 

was not dry when the Korean War broke out in the summer of 1950 (Ingimundarson 1996, 

198). The new world order had proved that the remote Nordic and the Scandinavian region 

would not be able to stay passive or neutral in the conflict between the West and the East 

(Insall & Salmon 2012, 136). 

The invasion of communist North Korea into South Korea sent chills down the spine of 

Western states (Condit 1988, 41). The fear was that if South Korea would fall in hands of 

communist Korea it would send a chain reaction throughout the region just as had happened 

in Europe a few years back (Condit 1988, 2). President Truman had established in 1947 that it 

was necessary for the US to aid free states in the battle against totalitarian states, this would 

later be known as the Truman Doctrine (Edwards 1989, 131). A few years later Dwight D 

Eisenhower put this into a new perspective maintaining that if the US would stand idly by, the 

states would fall like domino blocks. This would later be known as the Domino Theory 

(Leeson & Dean 2009, 553). Iceland was not exempted from the fear that surrounded the 

bigger Western states, Iceland was still without any defenses if a swift attack would occur 

(Ingimundarson 1996, 201). 
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 As stated above, Iceland joined NATO in 1949 which was in many ways a milestone in 

Icelandic foreign policy and domestic politics. In 1951 Iceland signed a bilateral defense 

treaty with the US. An interesting point in this context is that when Iceland joined NATO it 

was explicitly stated that during peacetime no foreign army of the member states of NATO 

was allowed to be stationed in Iceland. This changed with the bilateral defense treaty in 1951 

which saw a new beginning in the US military base in Iceland. The Keflavik airbase would 

remain open until 2006. This defense agreement was also the first bilateral defense agreement 

that the US had made with a sovereign foreign state (Jóhannesson 2004, 115-116). 

As stated in the first case study, the US had been looking for ways to use Iceland’s 

strategically important position way before Iceland’s entry into NATO in 1949., In fact it had 

been ongoing for the most of the late 1940s. However, the US had learned from bitter 

experience not to push Icelandic government officials to allow a military base in Iceland, in 

the past it had resulted in nationalistic backlash (Ingimundarson 2011, 40). The Icelandic 

Foreign Minister Bjarni Benediktsson suggested to interpret the Keflavik agreement in a way 

that would make it possible to keep military presence permanent in Iceland. It was an idea that 

received much attention inside the walls of the US Department of Defense (Ingimundarson 

2011, 37). It had been brought to the attention of Icelandic officials by NATO that there was a 

need for a small military force to protect Keflavik airport against sabotage. Just as before, a 

military base was a difficult issue, so in response to this observation by NATO the Foreign 

Minister noted that if this force was needed it would be best that the force would consist of 

Icelanders, not foreigners. But even the idea of having Icelandic military force was farfetched 

and would unlikely gain any ground in domestic politics (Ingimundarson 2011, 38-39).  

There was no sign that the Truman administration had given up on its objective to gain 

permanent military foothold in Iceland. The administration also preferred that the military 

force would be the US or from other NATO member due to the lack of Icelandic military 

experience. There was a widely held belief at that time among Western states that the Soviets 

had engineered the North Korean invasion into South Korea. Therefore the Korean War had a 

profound effect on Icelandic politics. The turmoil in Korea gave Icelandic officials such as the 

Foreign Minister mixed messages; he saw the large Soviet fishing fleet and suspicious 

behavior of Russian diplomats as an indication for similar actions as were made in Korea and 

in Europe in 1949. As a response to that fear among Icelandic government officials the US 

sent naval destroyers to Icelandic waters merely in order to calm the Icelandic officials 

(Ingimundarson 2011, 39).  
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In the summer months of 1950, British and the US authorities considered it urgent to set up 

some sort of defenses in Iceland. It was a common understanding of the British and the US 

authorities that it would be best to leave the matter to NATO instead of a unilateral American 

approach, the debacle from 1945 to 1946 was still in fresh memory in Washington. Late in the 

summer of 1950 the British had secretly enlisted the help of the Norwegians not knowing that 

Iceland already had plans to address this issue later in September (Whitehead 1998, 50).  

The Chinese intervention in Korea expedited the whole issue in Iceland. It was as though 

the third world war was about to break out. In December 1950, the NATO standing group had 

proposed a defensive plan to the Foreign Minister of Iceland where the estimated number of 

troops was raised from 1200 to 3900 just over a few months. Initial requests had been only for 

200 men, but at this stage, Iceland was ready for negotiations as the escalation of the Korean 

War had cleared away any suspension and hesitations from the summer of 1950 

(Ingimundarson 1996, 208 & 214). However, the Icelandic government was not yet willing to 

accept any long-term agreement on stationed military forces in Iceland during peacetime. 

Within three months the Icelandic and US government had made an agreement on the 

protection of the island on the behalf of NATO. The task would be in the hands of the US. 

The terms set in the agreement showcase that even if Icelanders were outsourcing their 

defenses to a superpower they were still determined to retain as much independence as 

possible in relation to their allies especially to the US. In the spring months of 1951 the first 

American troops arrived in Iceland after only 4 years of absence (Whitehead 1998, 51-54). 

The bilateral defense agreement was not only meant to safeguard the security of the 

Icelandic nation but the neighbors as well. In the introduction to the agreement, it says that 

due to the fact that Iceland cannot defend itself against foreign threat that NATO has 

requested that Iceland and the US will make provisions that there will be facilities in Iceland 

to provide for the defenses of Iceland and the Northern Atlantic treaty area. What the new 

agreement also meant was the termination of the Keflavik Agreement from 1946 

(Government of Iceland, 1951). 
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Testing the Strategic Culture Hypothesis 

Strategic culture hyposthesis: If Strategic culture is true, Iceland will seek protection by 

alliances. If Strategic culture is true, Iceland will stay away from building its own military and 

keep the nation military free. If strategic culture is true, Iceland will align itself with Western 

democratic nations that share similar values and political culture. 

Finding: Affirmed. 

 

In terms of strategic culture, the bilateral defense agreement is not that different from the 

entry into NATO in 1949. The strategic decision behind the bilateral defense agreement is 

colored by a culture that had shaped the strategic decision making that had been characterized 

in the previous decade. While the entry into NATO was a way to bandwagon an alliance, the 

bilateral defense agreement was a step that enabled Iceland to bandwagon a superpower 

through an alliance and thus firmly come under the protection of the US. It also enabled 

Iceland to firmly establish itself as a nation without a standing army. Furthermore, with the 

bilateral defense agreement, Iceland was able to place itself once and for all in the realm of 

liberal democracies. These three factors are incredibly important for the development and 

prosperity of the Icelandic national train of thought and also to advance the national interest. 

Iceland’s actions were designed to safeguard its non-military status by all means even though 

it would mean to invite a friendly state to set up a military base in Iceland (Bailes 2012, 158) 

The early 1950s was a troublesome time in international politics that required states to take 

further measures to secure themselves against foreign threats. When the war broke out in 

Korea, states immediately thought that it was the beginning of the third world war and that 

war would be fought between the West and the communist East (Ingimundarson 1996, 198-

199). Nations like Iceland, which in general views itself as pacifist, saw itself as utterly 

defenseless against sudden threats. Iceland also recognized that the lack of defenses in Iceland 

meant weaker defenses for the closest neighbors. It was thus not only an obligation that 

Iceland saw to protect itself but its neighbors as well (Ingimundarson 1996, 216). The further 

alignment of Iceland towards the US can also be seen as bandwagoning a state that it saw as a 

single powerful actor at that time, which did not pose a threat to Iceland (Walt 1985, 8-9) 

It was common knowledge in Iceland that the US craved a basing right in Iceland as the 

US had been requesting permanent basing rights since the end of the Second World War. 

However at that time it was believed that the relationship between the West and the East was 

in a good place (Guðlaugsson 1976, 19-20). As the 1950s dawned, it became clear that the 
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relationship was, in fact, hanging by a thin thread and even more so when the war in Korea 

broke out. Due to this chain of events, Iceland set the stage for its strategic culture; that is, 

seeking protection through alliances, staying away from building up its own forces to provide 

for its own security and lastly to place itself among Western democratic nations that were 

fully engaged in NATO (Ingimundarson 1998, 49-50). 

The bilateral defense agreement between Iceland and the US is a clear case of 

bandwagoning by a small nation to a bigger nation that would limit the cost of the smaller 

state (Schweller 1994, 93). There is no hiding behind the fact that both actors in this deal 

knew that Iceland would not be a net contributor of manpower and resources to the alliance, 

other than allowing the use of an area that would be under the military installations that would 

later follow (Ingimundarson 1996, 212). Pointing out that Iceland was also allowing foreign 

troops to be stationed in Iceland during peacetime was a cost or a sacrifice would be flawed 

since Iceland sought further protection. It was in the hands of government officials to sign the 

treaty. It is also not possible to hide behind the fact that Iceland expected to gain from this 

relationship. Iceland saw the US as the way of the future that would allow Iceland to 

maximize its interest among Western states (Walt 1994, 88 & 96). The fact that Iceland had 

joined NATO two years prior to the bilateral defense agreement also influenced Iceland’s 

decision to sign it. Past experience mixed with the current state of international affairs was the 

deciding factor that made Iceland take this strategic decision. Just as Iceland responded to 

threat in late 1940s with the entry into NATO, the bilateral defense agreement was a rational 

and tactical response as well. The behavior of Icelandic politicians had been shaped by 

cultural transformation due to past experience (Gray 1999, 56). 

By allowing the US to set up a base in Iceland the problem of having no physical security 

was for the most part gone. The need for building up a military was hereby diminished. It can 

be argued that domestic politics did not favor foreign military presence in Iceland but at that 

time the fear of hostile foreign invasion was greater than the will to keep Iceland totally free 

of military presence that had defined Icelandic strategic culture for the first four decades of 

the 20th century (Jónsson 1986, 148). It is always possible that the strategic culture changes 

over time. Similarly, with the NATO entry Iceland swayed away from neutrality in order to 

secure itself from the Soviet Union. In that sense, the strategic culture of Iceland had changed 

in order to respond to new threats (Gray 1999, 52). 

Also, with the bilateral defense agreement that was made on the behalf of NATO, Iceland 

showed that it was determined to place itself among Western states (Rothstein 1968, 242-
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244). There is evidence that high-ranking politicians wanted to place Iceland firmly in the 

realm of Western states (Ingimundarson 2011, 29). The agreement itself testifies that Iceland 

did not only make it out of pure security reasons. The Icelandic political elite felt that by 

making this deal, Iceland would in return have a more solid ground among the Western states 

and prove to them that Iceland was willing to contribute to the alliance. It may, however, not 

be the case that the willingness of Iceland to provide security for its neighbors goes unnoticed 

(Ingimundarson 1996, 216). Furthermore, the idea of keeping the nation without an army is 

carved into the national consensus in a way that will determine the course of action when 

taking decisions that can shape the foreign policy like the bilateral defense agreement did 

(Hannes Jónsson 1986, 148-150). The cultural aspect cannot be disregarded for the reason that 

culture is behavior, the politicians and policymakers are cultured as Icelanders thus it can only 

be expected that they will take decisions that have been shaped by their culture (Gray 1999, 

55). The case of Icelandic political elite is not different from the case that Snyder made about 

the Soviets: 

…that abstract armchair strategy cannot tell us everything we need to know about how the soviets might 

react to limited nuclear strikes. Soviet leaders and strategist are not culture-free, perception-free game 

theorists. Even if they were, game theory cannot prescribe a single best solution for problems that entail 

complex tradeoffs and vast uncertainties that can only be subjectively resolved. (Snyder 1977, 4). 

This statement embodies the importance of culture when analyzing why decision-makers and 

policymakers take strategic decisions. What strategic culture has done is answering what can 

be read into the observed behavior of Icelandic policy and decision-makers in the late 1940s 

and 1950s and how past experience altered the strategic culture of Iceland (Gray 1999, 56). 

 

Testing the Neorealist Hypothesis 

Neorealism hypothesis: If Neorealism is true, Iceland will seek a way to maximize survival 

via bandwagoning a more powerful and less threatening state; namely the United States. The 

reason is the minimal relative capabilities of Iceland. But this should also mean that as the 

structure of the international system changes, the alignment of Iceland should change. If the 

power of the United States declines, Iceland should, according to the theory, bandwagon 

another power. 

Finding: Affirmed. 

 

States will always seek ways to improve their security in the world of anarchy and, in many 

ways, states can and need to consistently improve their security. The bilateral defense 
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agreement between Iceland and the US is a testament of that. Iceland had joined NATO only 

two years prior to the bilateral defense agreement but due to changes in the international 

system and due to turbulence in international affairs Iceland had to find other means to secure 

itself from foreign threats. 

When Waltz created the theory of international relations he wanted to explain why 

reoccurrences of balance behavior happened in the international system. Neorealism believes 

that states balance or bandwagon in order to prevent hegemonies from rising. States form 

alliances to keep the status quo in the international system. For the same reason states do not 

seek more power as the cost could be too great. How Iceland bandwagoned US is, by a very 

narrow understanding, a reoccurrence of balance behavior while at the same time a state 

seeking security by other means (Mearsheimer 2013, 78-79). When Iceland signed the 

bilateral defense agreement with the US that was exactly the case; Iceland was well aware of 

its own position within the international system and how it lacked in capabilities to defend 

itself and a bilateral defense agreement would bring Iceland more security that it had acquired 

with the entrance into NATO in 1949 (Guðmundsson 1975, 5-7). 

Walt pointed out in his book Origins of alliance, that the US had been a stronger actor than 

the Soviet Union since the end of the Second World War. Accordingly it would be safe to say 

that states were only concerned about keeping the balance of power in order, the alliance 

formation that happened after the Second World War would have been on the side of the 

Soviets, not the US. This might be true, if threat is not considered a variable in this context. 

He carried on and implied that threat was, in fact, a much broader concept than power. When 

considering threat one should take into account the aggregate power, offensive and defensive 

capabilities, proximity to the target or foe and perceived intentions (Walt 1987, 275). The 

anarchic structure of the international system plays a big role in the behavior of states in the 

international system. It is the anarchic world order that creates the fear of other states. More 

commonly it is the unknown or the lack of intelligence of the intentions and capabilities of 

foes that drives states to seek security. Those who are capable will do so by themselves, 

others will seek security through alliances (Lebow 2010, 85-86). 

Iceland saw the Soviet Union as an immense threat to its well-being and their current 

allies. By drafting a bilateral agreement with the US on behalf of NATO, Iceland was able to 

give NATO enormous leverage to in the North Atlantic and in many ways closed the 

Greenland corridor. Moreover by this action Iceland was also able to secure itself far better 

than before. In a way, minimize the cost while maximizing the possible gains. There are two 
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obvious reasons why Iceland bandwagoned the US with the bilateral agreement. First, the US 

did not pose any threat to Iceland and, in the eyes of Iceland, it was more inclined to keep the 

status quo in the international system, since after all the US was the most powerful state (Walt 

1987, 3). Secondly, it is the obvious fact that Iceland was already in a multilateral alliance 

with the US. It can be seen as an extension of an already improved security for Iceland 

(Jónsson 1989, 22-23). In the case of a sudden invasion, Iceland needed a defense force that 

would be able to halt the invasion until reinforcement would arrive, in that sense signing a 

bilateral defense agreement with the US was a rational decision (Ingimundarson 1996, 204 & 

211). 

The Korean War and the later Chinese intervention in that war had a deep impact on 

Icelandic security consciousness (Ingimundarson 1996, 209). It became evident at this day 

and age that counting on the natural barrier that had kept Iceland secure for most of its 

lifetime would not be adequate. Realizing that new measures needed to be taken, Iceland was 

not able to secure itself with its limited resources including manpower that could otherwise be 

used to advance Iceland’s interests on other fronts (Ingimundarson 2011, 39-40). Iceland 

made the bilateral defense agreement due to fear that was caused by revisionist states, mainly 

the Communist states that seemed to be in the same block as the Soviet Union. The US posed 

no threat to Iceland. These states were in a current alliance that had only be formed two years 

prior to the agreement. With these actions Iceland was able to secure itself by bandwagoning 

the stronger party (Guðmundsson 1975, 5-7). 
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Post-Cold War and the US Withdrawal from Iceland 

The Cold War ended abruptly with the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, Vladimir Putin the 

current president of Russia has called it “the greatest geopolitical tragedy of the 20th century” 

(Allen 2005). The breakup of the Soviet Union left the US as the sole superpower, on a 

simpler note the US was unchallenged by any state in the international system. As soon as the 

Cold War ended, the US started to shift its focus to other fronts. The focus in the new era 

would be on the Middle East and Asia (Bettis 2012, 354-355 & (Campbell & Andrews 2013, 

8)). As early as in 1993 the US had informed Icelandic authorities that they wanted to scale 

down the military presence in Iceland. 1990-2000 the number of personnel and material 

gradually went down (Ingimundarson 2011, 142-144). The end of the Cold War in many ways 

opened the eyes of the Icelandic policy and decision. Throughout the Cold War the idea of 

security was characterized by militaristic ideas, but in the rather peaceful era following the 

Cold War, security would be more linked to the cooperation of states in matters ranging from 

economics to environmental issues and human rights (Government of Iceland 1993, 8) 

As the new era dawned, it became more and more self-evident that the focus of US 

interests was shifting from the Atlantic and European regions. The relationship with Russia 

had never been as good and new threats required a new focus. The fall of the Soviet Union 

had changed the international system so profoundly that it had left the US as the sole 

superpower and in many ways the only living empire, its power was unmatched  and in many 

ways still is to this day (Cohen 2004, 56-58). One of the key factors when defining an empire 

according to Bradley Thayer is that it surpasses any other states in capabilities and that it has a 

worldwide interest; to be exact, there is almost nothing that does not concern the US (Thayer 

2007, 3). After the Cold War the US was in a remarkable position, despite the fact that US 

biggest threat was gone or at least not as imminent it began spending more than any other 

country to build armed forces. The US sent its armed forces into combat at a higher rate than 

ever before in an era of much greater threat, in a sense it became more forceful than ever 

before (Bettis 2012, 353). Alexander D. Downes argues that the US had become “the most 

militarily active state in the world” (Dowens 2008, 8). This behavior that the US showed after 

the Cold War can in many ways be connected to the new threat of terrorism, especially in the 

decade following the new millennium. In the first half of 1990s the US was more inclined to 

stabilize the world order to prevent dangers from arising rather than countering immediate 

dangers (Bettis 2012, 353-354) 
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The idea of some sort of withdrawal from Iceland had begun in the early 1960s. This was 

met with great dissatisfaction on the Icelandic side and on numerous occasions Icelandic 

officials threatened to terminate the defense agreement. According to the lawyers of the 

Department of Defense, Iceland had full rights to do so if fighter jets were to be withdrawn 

from Iceland. This had perhaps more to do with doctrinal changes on the behalf of the US 

rather than withdrawing all the forces from Iceland and leave it without defenses. In the 

Regan era, the fighter jets got more attention in the effort to keep the Soviets at bay and the 

number of fighter jets was increased from 12 to 18 (Ingimundarson 2008, 9). 

In 1992, the foreign minister of Iceland Jón Baldvin Hannibalsson decided along with the 

Prime Minister Davíð Oddson to commission a committee that would address security and 

defenses matters in regards to shift in international affairs. This committee was specially 

tasked to discuss and address the current state of the bilateral defense agreement that had been 

made with the US in 1951 (Government of Iceland 1993, 5). The findings of the Committee 

on Security and Defense Affairs concluded that the defense cooperation with the US and the 

Icelandic NATO participation were fundamental to Icelandic security. Secondly, that it would 

be essential for Iceland to continue to operate within NATO, strengthen Iceland influence 

within the organization and ensure that the opinion of cooperating states that had recently 

broken out of the Soviet Union would be heard. Thirdly, that it is essential that credible 

defenses will continue to be present in Iceland, which would be mutually beneficial for both 

parties. What is also clear in this report is that Icelandic government was well aware that due 

to changes in security affairs that there would be some changes on the operation of the 

Keflavik Base (Government of Iceland 1993, 49-51).  

For the remainder of the 1990s the presence of the US military in Iceland was pretty safe. 

However, the inauguration of President Bill Clinton and his administration brought about the 

mission to lower the budget deficit of the American state. In 1994 the so-called Agreed 

Minutes statute was made on the defense agreement entailing slight modifications on the 

implementation of the agreement, including that the fighter jets would never be fewer than 

four. A year later this statute was confirmed with the presence of the jets secured until 2001. 

However, the modifications that were made on the defense agreement in 1994 had not been 

fully met by the Icelandic authorities that were supposed to contribute more to the cooperation 

than they had previously done (Ingimundarson 2008, 11-12). 

 On the 50th anniversary of the bilateral defense agreement, Prime Minister Davíð Oddsson 

said that military base would not be needed if its sole purpose was only surveillance and to be 
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a preemptive measure and not what had been defined in the defense agreement. He carried on 

and said that if the US did not provide mutual defense, the base would be closed (Oddson 

2001, 3). For Iceland credible defenses were of high importance regarding security. The 

Foreign Minister of Iceland gave a speech to mark the 50th anniversary of the bilateral defense 

agreement where he quoted the Roman proverb “Si vis pacem para bellum”, “or “If you want 

to preserve peace, prepare for war.” Put into modern understanding this train of thought 

would mean that credible defenses are essential for any nation (My translation)” 1 

(Ásgrímsson 2001a). What has colorized this point of view is the fact that for 50 years 

Icelandic security policy had been focused on the threat of great power conflict on the 

European continent that could also involve the US (Government of Iceland 1993, 41).  

Foreign Minister Halldór Ásgrímsson pointed out in his speech at the 50th anniversary of 

the defense agreement that it was self-evident that circumstances dictate how states evaluate 

their security and defenses at any time. It is in fact just as true now as it was 50 years ago that 

political, economic, geographical position and development in military technology influence 

how states perceive their security. The relationship that Iceland and the US had built up over 

the past 50 years was special and was a testament of a friendship between Iceland and the US 

(Ásgrímsson 2001a). In an interview with an Icelandic newspaper Professor Michael T. 

Corgan explained how unique the agreement and the relationship between the US and Iceland 

was, the US had not made a similar agreement with any other state since 1778 when a similar 

agreement was made with France. What is also remarkable about the relationship is the 

equality that characterizes the agreement. Furthermore, the US has departed away from the 

policy to never say yes or no to questions about weapons of mass destruction but in Iceland’s 

case the US have openly denied that nuclear weapons have been stored in Iceland (Corgan 

2001, 14-15). 

September 11th 2001 marked a new era regarding the military presence in Iceland and had 

a dramatic effect on US military policy. However, it had limited effects on the Icelandic 

stance on the presence of the military in Keflavík. Now the biggest challenge was to alter the 

debate to point out that it was a matter of the collective interest of the alliance. One of the key 

factors was to make a case for military defense against the terrorist threat. However, as time 

passed it became clearer that the fighter jets would leave in near future. The threat that the jets 

                                                
1  Original text "Si vis pacem para bellum", eða "Viljirðu varðveita friðinn skaltu búa þig undir stríð". 

Yfirfært á nútímann felst í þessari hugsun sá skilningur að trúverðugar varnir séu nauðsynlegar hverri 
þjóð.  
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were supposed to deter was gone, the US and Russia were cooperating in the war against 

terrorism, furthermore officials in the Department of Defense commented that even if there 

had been 300 fighter jets available on September 11th they would not have been able to 

prevent the attack from happening  (Ingimundarson 2008, 14-15). 

The Iraq war of 2003 marked an interesting development in the relationship between 

Iceland and the US. Even though there was a certain amount of uncertainty looming around 

the defense agreement, Icelandic government nevertheless decided to support the invasion of 

Iraq in 2003. Both the Prime Minister and the Foreign Minister tried to refer to the common 

political values of the security community in the hope to transmit the message that the US 

could count on Iceland in difficult times. There has been speculation that joining the coalition 

of the willing would help in coming negotiations regarding the Keflavik base (Ingimundarson 

2008, 20-21). But when US media informed that Iceland was among the “willing” Halldór 

Ásgrímsson, then Foreign Minister, said that the support Iceland was showing the US was not 

as much as the US government wanted to believe. It was true that Iceland was willing to let 

them use the airport and that Iceland would be participating in the reconstruction of Iraq 

among other states (Ingimundarson 2008, 26). 

 The steps that the Icelandic Prime and Foreign Ministers took in the hope to secure the 

presence of the fighter jets in Keflavik had a limited effect. The final conclusion of the US 

government was that the jets would leave, the only matter that was not closed was removing 

the jets without upsetting the Icelandic government (Ingimundarson 2008, 46). Serious 

negotiations about the future of the base began in 2005. During the negotiations Davíð 

Oddsson stepped down from politics and Halldór Ásgrímsson had been appointed Prime 

Minister. In the final round of the negotiations, Iceland had stepped up its bid to contribute to 

the Keflavik base, however, the final decision was made by the US government that the 

fighter jets with the stationed personnel would leave (Ingimundarson 2011, 152-153). In late 

2006 the Icelandic government and the government of the US reached an agreement on 

defense issues. The agreement decrees that the US will arrive yearly to conduct bilateral and 

multilateral training exercises. Furthermore the agreement states that arrangements will be 

made to ensure a quick response during a crisis (Government of Iceland 2006). Despite the 

US withdrawal from Iceland, Icelandic foreign policy did not see fundamental changes. Now 

NATO fulfills the role of policing Icelandic airspace which can be regarded as a symbolic 

presence in Iceland during peacetime (Ingimundarson 2011, 156). 
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The post-Cold War era in Icelandic security and defense policy is nevertheless grounded in 

the bilateral defense agreement made with the US in 1951, as suggested by Björn Bjarnason 

then Minister of Justice and Ecclesiastical Affairs in his speech in Parliament on the bill on 

defense affairs in 2008 (Bjarnason 2008). Since then the Icelandic government has been 

forming a comprehensive national security policy.  April 13th 2016, Icelandic parliament 

voted for the motion of the national security policy proposed by the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs (Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2016). According to the national security policy that was 

passed by the Parliament, the Icelandic membership in NATO and the bilateral defense 

agreement that was made with the US in 1951 will continue to be the foundation of Iceland’s 

defense.  Furthermore, to ensure the security interest of Iceland the policy mentions that it is 

important to strengthen Nordic cooperation regarding security and defense affairs (Parliament 

of Iceland 2015). 

To this day, the steps that were taken more than 60 years ago still have a profound effect 

on Icelandic defense and foreign policy. The national security policy that was passed in 2016 

has a far longer outreach than only defense matters. But is nevertheless an important part of 

defining how the future defense and foreign affairs of Iceland will be conducted. 

  

Testing the Strategic Culture Hypothesis 

Strategic culture hyposthesis: If strategic culture is true, Iceland will seek protection by 

alliances. If strategic culture is true, Iceland will stay away from building its own military and 

keep the nation military free. If strategic culture is true, Iceland will align itself with Western 

democratic nations that share similar values and political culture. 

Finding: Affirmed. 

 

Strategic culture is just as relevant to explain Iceland’s behavior in the post-Cold War era as it 

was during the Cold War. At the beginning of the Cold War, Iceland formulated a new 

strategic train of thought to counter the development in military technology and geopolitical 

changes. However, Iceland did not move away from its strategic culture; that is, to seek 

protection by alliances, stay away from building up armed forces and aligning itself with 

Western democratic nations. Even the difficulties and the fallouts in the relationship with the 

US did not affect Icelandic strategic culture. One could claim that these difficulties were 
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merely due to the fact that Iceland was coming to terms with the changes in the international 

system. 

No fundamental changes have been made to Icelandic strategic culture since the end of the 

Second World War. Iceland still perceives itself as small state not capable of defending itself 

against foreign threats and unable to field a formidable military force. Iceland sees its interests 

best preserved in an alliance among Western democratic nations, and in a close defense 

cooperation with the US. This can be seen in the report made by the ministry of foreign affairs 

in 1993 as well as in the national security policy that was recently passed by the Icelandic 

parliament (Ingimundarson 2011, 156). Alyson Bailes notes that perhaps there is a bit of 

“ambiguities of NATO as an alliance of free democracies.” (Bailes 2012, 158) What she 

means by that is that states join the alliance in order to declare their Western alignment that 

puts them in a selective political group of like-minded nations. However, if the perspective is 

from the other side, it can be seen that states that show pride in their national identity, values 

and independence as well as respect the public opinion on defense often feel obligated to let 

these matters go above the demands of NATO and especially the US, referring to the case of 

Sweden. But despite this Icelanders like the other Nordic nations were keen on preserving 

their identity and kinship with the Nordic states (Bailes 2012, 158-159).   

This trend that Alyson describes can be seen both during the Cold War and after the Cold 

War. Iceland was very keen on preserving its identity as a free nation just as any other nation 

would want to do. However, Iceland’s case is special due to the fact it does not have an army. 

At the dawn of the Cold War this was a big factor in how reluctant Iceland was to join the 

alliance. The relationship with Norway and Denmark played a huge role leading to the 

entrance into NATO (Guðlaugsson 1976, 77). And fast forward back to the early 1990s and 

2000s Iceland still showed that ambition. Iceland also saw itself as a Western democratic 

nation and furthermore Iceland sees the relationship with the US as a cornerstone of Iceland’s 

defenses, which in many ways is the cornerstone of Icelandic strategic culture. In other words 

it is essential for Iceland in order to protect its identity and values to be in an alliance 

(Þingsályktun um þjóðaröryggisstefnu fyrir Ísland 2016). Colin S. Gray puts it this way: 

...to clarify, one can think of strategic culture as being ´out there´ as a rich and distilled source of 

influence which might ´cause´ behavior. Alternatively, or perhaps just in addition, one can regard 

strategic culture as being in good measure socially constructed by both people and institutions, which 

proceed to behave to some degree culturally. (Gray 1999, 50). 

Just as culture played a big part in Iceland joining NATO and signing the bilateral defense 

agreement with the US, it also played a big part in Iceland not walking out of either 

partnership after the US withdrawal. After the swift withdrawal of US forces from Iceland, 
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Iceland did not see its interests best served to build up a military. Instead, it kept the 

partnership going. Even though that there are no “credible” defenses at hand in Iceland, 

Iceland still remains in the realm of Western democratic nations that are bound together with 

collective defenses (Government of Iceland 2006). There is without a doubt continuity in 

Icelandic strategic culture despite the change in world politics after the fall of the Soviet 

Union. Up until the US withdrawal, Icelandic decision makers were dedicated to the idea of 

having credible defenses, namely the fighter jets. The presence of the jets in Iceland was 

apparently one of the single most important factors of the defense agreement with the US 

(Ingimundarson 2011, 144) & (Ásgrímsson 2001b, 12-13). Jack Snyder argued that there is a 

problem of continuity: “We assume that strategic cultures, like cultures in general, change as 

objective conditions change.” However, individuals are nevertheless molded by the society 

that they are brought up in, the same society that crafts the strategic culture that they use to 

take strategic decisions. During their lifespan, they acquire a set of strategic concepts that 

evolve slowly over time (Snyder 1977, 8). This continuity of Icelandic strategic culture can be 

a hint that Icelandic political establishment was not willing to accept the new political reality 

after the fall of the Soviet Union (Ingimundarson 2011, 154). 

Iceland’s behavior after the fall of the Soviet Union is a reflection of what happened when 

the Second World War broke out and how it reacted to changes and evolution in military 

technology. Prior to the Second World War it was believed that Iceland’s geography would 

protect its freedom (Jóhannesson 2004, 117). The withdrawal of the US forces from Iceland 

was similar; Iceland, still the small state it was in the mid-20th century, now felt that the 

presence of US jets in Iceland was the only credible defense for Iceland (Ásgrímsson 2001b, 

13). This strategic train of thought is highly influenced by the geography of Iceland and 

technological changes. There is also the factor of a distinctive national historical experience 

that Iceland had throughout the 20th century that navigated how Iceland coped with the 

withdrawal (Gray 1999, 67). This also has a lot to do with the fact that there is and was no 

political will or acceptance from the Icelandic population to form any sort of military 

organization in Iceland (Jónsson 1986, 148) & (Government of Iceland 1993, 47).  

Generational differences can also be seen in strategic culture; individuals are in fact shaped 

by the strategic world views that have been shaped by historical experiences. This is not a 

correlation of age but the fact that prevailing strategic cultures will be reintroduced by every 

generation relative to their experience (Gray 1999, 67-68).  It is possible to argue that the old 

generation did not want to recognize the new political reality. But as soon as a new generation 
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came to the table, an agreement was reached between the US and Iceland. This is evident with 

the agreement that was made late 2006 on defense issues (Government of Iceland 2006). This 

might not be what the Icelandic political establishment wanted, but the political reality of the 

Cold War did not exist at that time thus there was no need to have military forces stationed 

here during peacetime (Ingimundarson 2008, 65). In fact this is more in line with the 

agreement that was made with the entrance into NATO in 1949 when no foreign troops were 

allowed in Iceland during peacetime (Guðlaugsson 1976, 96). The first decade of the 21st 

century is a turning point in Icelandic strategic culture, not in the sense that Iceland’s strategic 

culture was remodeled but for the fact is was for the first time in more than 50 years Iceland 

was without a foreign defense force. Despite that reality, Iceland stuck to the strategic 

framework that had been modeled in the mid-20th century with great success. 

 

Testing the Neorealist Hypothesis 

Neorealism hypothesis: If Neorealism is true, Iceland will seek a way to maximize survival 

via bandwagoning a more powerful and less threatening state; namely the United States. The 

reason is the minimal relative capabilities of Iceland. But this should also mean that as the 

structure of the international system changes, the alignment of Iceland should change. If the 

power of the United States declines, Iceland should, according to the theory, bandwagon 

another power. 

Finding: Rejected. 

 

Where Neorealism falls short is to explain why Iceland stuck to the bilateral defense 

agreement with the US withdrawal from Iceland. Many would argue that the US was still the 

most powerful state in the world and that’s why Iceland did not seek another defender. 

However, one could point out that even so the US was not able to provide merely four fighter 

jets for the security of Iceland, which could be the mark of a dwindling power (Bettis 2012, 

354-355). Given the nature of previous Icelandic strategic decisions, Iceland would find 

another defender according to Neorealism. That was what was done in the 1950´s. From the 

perspective of Neorealism it can be argued that Iceland would put a distance between itself 

and the US due to its high military activity after the Cold War (Bettis 2012, 353), but the fact 

speaks for itself, Iceland remained a trusted ally to the US and vice versa (Ingimundarson 

2008, 65-66). Iceland did not seek a new defender after the US withdrawal and, what is more, 
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Iceland did not build up its own defenses by establishing its own military. Neorealism in its 

very basic understanding insists that states have to provide for their own security (Waltz 

1988, 624). Lebow notes that theorists of the Neorealism school of thought, such as John 

Mearsheimer, have failed to make Neorealism relevant to foreign policy: “All of 

Mearsheimer´s predictions about the post-Cold War have been wrong.” (Lebow 2010, 28). It 

is possible to say that due to the changes in the international system that it will ultimately 

affect the behavior of states and their outcomes. That does not change the continuity of 

international politics (Waltz 2000, 39). 

In the case of Iceland and how it conducted its defenses after the US withdrawal 

Neorealism is inadequate to explain why Iceland did not seek other means or another defender 

after the US withdrawal from Iceland. Maybe it is because Neorealism was constructed by its 

creator to explain why balance behavior reoccurs within the international system.  
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Conclusions 

To the best of my knowledge, not much, if anything, has been written about Icelandic 

strategic culture. That should not come as a surprise since research on Iceland during the Cold 

War is still in its early phase and research on Icelandic defense issues even less developed. 

However, a fair amount of historical narratives about Iceland during the cold war have been 

written, especially the path to NATO and the bilateral defense treaty. What is unique about 

this thesis is its scope. That is; to put the three events that have been analyzed above into 

strategic context. The main reason why strategic studies have not been that much looked into 

by Icelandic scholars is simple; Iceland has not had and still does not have an army. Secondly, 

strategic culture can be considered a peripheral theory when it comes to theory testing in 

international relations. I have constructed hypotheses from two theories of international 

relations in order to define Icelandic strategic culture by answering three separate questions. 

The entrance into NATO and the bilateral defense agreement are two of the most defining 

events in Iceland´s history of foreign relations and they have shaped Icelandic foreign policy. 

These two events in many ways had a deep effect on how Iceland conducted itself leading up 

to the US withdrawal from Iceland. 

There are limits to this research, but that is expected since its main focus is Iceland’s 

military security, which in itself limits the scope. Therefore, accounts that have been provided 

here have a much narrower focus than those provided by historians; in other words, the 

emphasis has been on explanation rather than description. Not only is the scope of this study 

narrow but so are the hypotheses that I have constructed. The cause and effect relationship, or 

the expectations based on the theories are also simplified. Hopefully, in the future, there will 

be more comprehensive work done on Icelandic strategic culture. Not necessarily by pitting 

theories against each other but more to understand Icelandic strategic decisions whether they 

relate to Iceland’s military security, economic, or energy security and so forth. The idea of 

strategic culture is interesting because it really does not leave any spectrum of human life and 

interaction out of the equation. Each of these factors such as the economy and energy security 

can have a profound effect on how states conduct their external security. In Iceland’s case, it 

would be interesting to see how the economic situation as well as nationalism played into the 

Icelandic strategic culture during this period.  

As expected, there was a similarity between the reasons why Iceland joined NATO and 

made the bilateral defense agreement with the US from the perspective of strategic culture 

and Neorealism.  The last case proves, however, that Neorealism falls short in explaining why 
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Iceland did not seek another defender or a new ally after the US withdrawal from Iceland. 

That is what supports the notion of Icelandic strategic culture. It is true that both theories 

share a fairly important factor, namely the belief in an anarchic world order. This factor is 

important for the reason that it gives a similar perspective of the workings of world politics. 

This thesis began with the question what is the Icelandic strategic culture, and it is without a 

doubt a massive task to provide a comprehensive answer. It is nevertheless my conviction that 

I have managed to answer that question. However, as mentioned above, strategic culture is not 

some preset of tools or a fixed idea. Strategic culture is always adapting and redefining itself 

in order to respond to new challenges that every security community faces. 

There is strong evidence of Icelandic strategic culture in the first case; that is, Iceland’s 

entrance into NATO. It is remarkably clear that the historical events and circumstances that 

the Icelandic political establishment experienced during the first half of the 20th century had 

much influence on Iceland’s strategic decisions as did the cultural connection to Western 

democratic states, especially the other Nordic states. As noted above, Iceland even considered 

not joining NATO if Norway would not do so. Iceland was also well aware of its situation; it 

was a small nation that had no intention, desire or in fact capabilities to arm itself. As the 

initial agreement said when Iceland joined NATO, no foreign troops were allowed to be 

stationed in Iceland during peacetime. That may appear to be a discrepancy from the 

hypothesis but in fact is not. Even though Iceland did not formally outsource its defenses to 

an ally, it did so indirectly through NATO. Iceland was also right between the two Cold War 

giants of world politics making it one of the most strategic places in the world. The preceding 

conflict, the Second World War, had rendered the old strategy of neutrality obsolete. It was 

evident that Iceland’s geography alone would not protect Iceland in a clash between the two 

superpowers. 

This research confirms that the neorealist explanation is limited, its main focus is the 

bandwagoning factor.  From that perspective the sole reason why Iceland joined NATO was 

to secure itself from a revisionist state by bandwagoning an alliance, which is done in order to 

balance or keep status quo in the international system and either defeat or deter an enemy. 

Then again, the purpose of this theory when it was constructed was to answer why balancing 

behavior reoccurs in history. When looked into, the pathway to the NATO alliance is not 

smooth; there were major obstacles on the way. Obstacles such as whether or not Norway and 

Denmark would be partners, as well as the demand from the Icelandic government that no 

foreign troops would be allowed in Iceland during peacetime and that only contribution of 
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Iceland towards the alliance would be its location in the case of a conflict between the West 

and Soviet Union. Despite its limits, Neorealism can answer why Iceland joined NATO.    

The bilateral defense agreement with the US also showed strong evidence of strategic 

culture. In many ways it could be considered the final step when it came to Iceland’s military 

security in the aftermath of the Second World War and a response to changes in world 

politics. It has often been said that with the entrance into NATO Iceland stepped away from 

its neutrality policy and that is true. The signing of the bilateral defense treaty is another step 

in that direction. It is also a firm confirmation of the Western alignment that the Icelandic 

political establishment was so keen on. Iceland also felt obligated toward its close neighbors 

to signing this agreement, especially toward the Nordic states. By signing the bilateral defense 

treaty Iceland was also able to stand firmly on its policy not to arm itself. It can be argued by 

doing so the nation was still neutral in that its citizens would not be part of some military 

establishment. This is, however, a long shot since neutrality was not an option in NATO. 

In the case of the bilateral defense agreement, neorealism can explain why Iceland made 

that agreement with the US. Due to the Korean War and the situation in world politics, with 

the worsening relationship between the West and Communist East, Iceland felt vulnerable in 

case of a swift attack. The previous arrangement in Iceland’s military security would not be 

sufficient to defend Iceland. Furthermore, the bandwagoning with the US could be explained 

by that fact that Iceland did not feel threatened by the US as it did by the Soviet Union. For 

that reason, it is not possible to disregard Neorealism as a valid theory to explain this event. 

The last case proves that there is far more to Iceland’s strategic decisions than streamlined 

Neorealism sees. It is not unusual that more than one theory can explain one event. However, 

it is to be expected that Iceland would behave similarly leading up to the withdrawal of the 

US forces from Iceland, and that behavior would cause a disruption in their relationship. 

Furthermore, one would expect that Iceland would find another defender but that did not 

happen. It is evident that both in the entrance into NATO and the signing of the bilateral 

defense agreement strategic culture played a big role. It becomes even clearer with the US 

withdrawal in 2006 that there is a notion of Icelandic strategic culture. In the post-Cold War 

era, Iceland faced the possibility that the US would leave Iceland due to changes in world 

politics, the main reason being the collapse of the Soviet Union. On a few occasions, 

Icelandic government had threatened to terminate the defense agreement and close down the 

base. However, these threats never became a reality and in fact, there was little or any chance 

at all that it would happen. Iceland not only kept the partnership going but pledged along with 
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the US to keep it growing in all aspects whether it was in regards to defense or culturally. It is 

evident that one of the key aspects of Icelandic strategic decisions were taken with Western 

alignment in mind and, of course, security.    

Both the NATO membership and the bilateral defense agreement were a response to 

external threat. Both of them redefined Iceland’s foreign policy, which from 1918 up until 

1949 had been defined by neutrality. All of the three stages of the strategic culture hypothesis 

are true: Iceland sought protection through alliances, Iceland outsourced its defenses to an ally 

and still does, and Iceland aligned itself with liberal democratic states that it shared similar 

values with. It should be kept in mind that strategic culture is constantly evolving. And 

history makes its marks. In 1944 Iceland stood firmly by its neutrality policy, five years later 

it joined a military alliance and only three years later it signed a bilateral defense agreement 

that allowed foreign troops on the island during peacetime. Twelve years after the end of the 

Cold War, Iceland had accepted that fact that fighter jets would not be needed to provide 

security for the nation. Its security was grounded in the Western partnership that had been 

developed for over 50 years and is still going strong to this day.  
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