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Abstract

Since the end of the Cold War, the Arctic has largely been considered an exceptional region, 

marked by states' continued cooperation and its imperviousness from broader geopolitical 

tensions. The decision of seven Arctic States - Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, 

Sweden and the United States - to halt cooperation with Russia as a response to its full-scale 

invasion on Ukraine in February 2022 sparked renewed attention on the nature of such 

exceptionalism and on whether or not we should see an end to it. Considering Arctic 

exceptionalism as a security narrative which aims to identify the security priorities and threat 

perceptions of states, this thesis analyses through the lenses of critical geopolitics the evolving 

discourses of the non-Arctic Western European States France, Germany and the UK between 

2013 and February 2022 as well as between February 2022 and November 2024 on the Arctic 

space. To do so, the Arctic policy documents of these three states are analysed using a mixed- 

method approach, identifying shifts and continuities in their discourse. With this, this work 

aims to understand whether these belong to an ‘exceptionalist' or ‘post-exceptionalist' vision 

of the region. Drawing on the results, this thesis reflects on the rising importance of the Arctic 

for the security of the three states.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Over the last 20 years the Arctic - located at the northern part of the Earth, within and around 

the Arctic Circle at the latitude parallel 66°36' - has continued to gain increased international 

interest. Initially, this stems from two main sources. Environmentally, the ice melting's far 

reaching consequences on ocean level and the loss of biodiversity accompanying it have 

created increased environmental awareness and the need to ensure sustainable development. 

As warming twice as much as the rest of the world, the Arctic has constituted an important site 

for scientific research, to study the consequences of climate change and develop more effective 

responses globally. Economically, the unfolding of climate change has opened up new business 

opportunities such as the extraction of further resources and an accelerated transport through 

new passages previously blocked by ice. In such a setting, non-Arctic states have sought to 

play a growing role in Arctic affairs. By investing in “polar science, including research, logistic 

and shipping“, non-Arctic states' they tend to become increasingly more important in the 

region (Bloom, 2022). Among them, France, Germany and the UK - involved since the early 

stages of Arctic cooperation in the end of the 1990s - are important contributors to polar 

research and have published several Arctic policy documents, informing on their contribution 

and interests in the region.

While the Arctic has since the end of the Cold War largely been considered as an exceptional 

region, marked by states' continued cooperation and its impermeability from broader 

geopolitical tensions, the decision of seven Arctic states Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 

Norway, Sweden and the United States - to halt cooperation with Russia in response to its full­

scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, have sparked renewed attention on the nature 

of such exceptionalism and on whether or not we should see an end to it. Put into question is 

the shift the war constitutes in the understanding of Arctic security - a shift that considers the 

region as one of the main emerging playgrounds of today's international relations, where 

military and geopolitical issues gain increased relevance, at the expense of low politics' 

cooperation. Such questioning is all the more relevant with Russia's continuous military 

buildup and exercises since 2014 including an increased number of hybrid attacks in the Arctic, 

as well as Finland and Sweden‘s adhesion to NATO, thereby extending the alliance's reach in 

the Arctic, and prompting its non-Arctic members to adopt a renewed approach to security in 

the Arctic. In such a context, the position taken up by France, Germany and the UK can be put 
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into question. Is their interest likely to evolve, by touching increasingly beyond low politics' 

considerations?

In such context, the position taken up by France, Germany and the UK as Europe's biggest 

military powers, can be put into question. Is their interest likely to evolve, by touching 

increasingly beyond low politics' considerations? As argued by von Ondarza (2025), since the 

start of the war, these countries' engagement in regular diplomatic visits, signature of several 

bilateral treaties among each other, or conduct of initiatives such as the British-French led 

coalition of the willing or the British-German Ramstein format for delivering arms to Ukraine 

(Ibid.) signals a possible return to a E3 cooperation format, as a “primary framework for 

European security outside the more traditional institutions“. Initially born in 2003 as a joint 

initiative of France, Germany and the UK in Iran's nuclear peace talks, the E3 format has 

progressively further extended to the settling of other international issues, providing a 

European diplomatic alternative as a way to cope with US sometimes divergent interests and 

face the limits of EU defence and security policy (Arnold et al. 2025: 1). Post-Brexit, such a 

format has intensified, motivated by the preservation of foreign policy coordination among the 

three powers, thereby providing an “informal working arrangement“ to the UN Security 

Council (Brattberg 2020: 2). Now, amid growing uncertainty marked by Trump's presidency 

such format becomes increasingly relevant. By potentially “bridg(ing) the gap between NATO 

and EU initiatives on defence“, they could act as the driver of European security“ (von 

Ondarza, 2025). Thus, analysing the interests of these countries in the Arctic therefore helps to 

reflect on the region's increased significance for European security.

1.1 Research question

This thesis examines the evolving security discourse within France's, Germany's and the UK's 

Arctic policy documents from 2013 - February 24, 2022 and February 24, 2022 - November 

2024. Considering Arctic exceptionalism as a security narrative, reflecting states' security 

interests and threat perceptions in the Arctic, this thesis analyses through the lenses of critical 

geopolitics and Waver's concept of securitising move, France's, Germany's and the UK's 

understanding(s) of Arctic exceptionalism, thereby identifying shifts and continuities in their 

security discourse. Using a mixed-method approach, relying on both qualitative and 

quantitative research components, it aims to identify how these narratives construct respective 

security perceptions of the Arctic, pointing towards a conception of the region marked by 

‘exceptionalism' or ‘post exceptionalism' - defined as the set of variables challenging the tenets 
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of Arctic exceptionalism. As such, it seeks to answer the following research question: What 
changes and continuities in Arctic security interests can be observed before and after the 

start of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine for France, Germany, and the UK?

This question entails several sub-questions guiding the research: What are these states' 

understanding(s) of Arctic exceptionalism? Did they take a securitising move in the realm of 

Arctic security after the start of Russia's full-scale war on Ukraine ? What is the Arctic's 

importance for their security?

The first chapter reviews the existing literature on Arctic exceptionalism, the origins of 

geopolitics and critical geopolitics and how these theories apply to the Arctic, and the 

definitions given to security. The second chapter provides some context for the analysis, 

considering the shift provoked by Russia's full-scale war on Ukraine on these states' European 

security perceptions, thereby assessing their foreign policy stance, their relation towards Russia 

and examining the place given to the Arctic in their foreign and security policy considerations 

before and after February 24, 2022. The third chapter explains the methodology used, the 

material considered, presents the concepts and theories supporting the analysis, and explains 

the coding process, before reflecting on the limitations of this thesis. Then, the fourth chapter 

covers the analysis of these three states' Arctic policy documents before and after February 24, 

2022. Finally, the concluding chapter reflects on the results of the analysis and provides 

suggestions for further research.

1.2 Contribution to the literature

This thesis contributes to the existing literature on Arctic security, by providing an updated 

analysis of the evolving security landscape in the aftermath of Russia's full-scale invasion of 

Ukraine. Moreover, it informs the literature on European non-Arctic states' interests in the 

Arctic whose security interests in the region have so far received limited attention. Apart from 

Dupledge's et al. (2019, 2013, 2012) extensive work on the UK's interests in the Arctic prior 

to 2022, short overviews of non-Arctic states Arctic documents (Lanteigne, 2020), most of the 

literature focuses on on Asian states' interests in the region, particularly China or the EU. 

Moreover, it seeks to contribute to the ever growing body of literature on Arctic exceptionalism 

by reflecting on the plurality of understandings associated with AE, often conceived as an 

objective concept. Finally, by engaging with the theory of critical geopolitics to analyse states' 

security interests, it follows the path taken by few scholars such as Wehrmann (2018), Heinien 
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(2018) or Nilsson & Christensen (2019) to move away from a literature on the Arctic largely 

dominated by classical geopolitics.

Chapter 2. Literature review

This chapter delves into the different interpretations given to Arctic exceptionalism elaborated 

on by previous research in order to reveal the respective underlying conceptions of the Arctic. 

It then examines the concepts of geopolitics and critical geopolitics, arguing that a critical 

geopolitics approach is particularly well-suited to carry out research in an Arctic context, as it 

refuses to consider geography as part of an objective reality and instead highlights how 

geopolitical narratives are constructed through discourses that aim to serve state interests. 

Finally, the chapter interrogates the concept of security and its application to the Arctic region 

in the literature, hereby showing that security reflects a political positioning which is most 

openly expressed through state-level speech acts.

2.1 Arctic exceptionalism

The foundation of Arctic exceptionalism (AE) recognizes the Arctic as an area where 

cooperation reigns supreme and cannot be dethroned by tensions on the international level 

(Branka, 2022). Starting from this definition, AE's understanding(s) diverge, however - just 

like the answers to the question whether the outbreak of Russia's full-scale war against Ukraine 

might have disrupted the concept to an extent that it cannot be applied anymore.

The idea of an exceptionalist Arctic dates back to the 19th century, when it was associated with 

romanticized ideals borrowed from tales and adventures (Mercer, 2010) that depicted the Arctic 

as a final frontier between man and nature (Gricius & Fitz, 2022). Such a vision of the region 

continues to shape perceptions of the Arctic until today. Its particular characteristics, such as 

its ocean-based nature, “remoteness, sparseness and extreme weather conditions“ (Exner-Pirot 

& Murray 2017: 57) and the challenges they pose to actors willing to operate in the region is 

what enables cooperation (Ibid.) According to this definition, the Arctic can be considered as 

exceptional by nature. Therefore, as long as the Arctic doesn't play a major role in international 

relations, the conditions for exceptionalism remain. Echoing this view, Kaushal (2022) argues 

that what first challenges AE is the region's increased globalisation and the increased risk of 

competition and conflict associated with it. For Piechowicz (2025), the international interest 

stems from the increased access to Arctic natural resources and the opening of new sea routes. 

The quest over these routes is what will likely increase competition in the region, since whoever 
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controls the new sea roads will have a direct impact on the Arctic regional governance, “by 

achieving or maintaining the hegemon status of a given entity in international society“ (Ibid.: 

345). Piechowicz argues that Russia's ambitions to control the Northern Sea Road, which is 

already ice free during some months and located at a strategic crossroad between Asia and 

Europe (Yakin et al., 2021), that are pushed forward through massive investments in transport 

and energy infrastructure with a non-Arctic country like China, constitutes an example that is 

triggering such tensions. Furthermore, Koivurova and Shibata (2023) point out how Russia's 

full-scale war on Ukraine has made it impossible to detach the Arctic's role from global 

politics, and to consider it as an isolated region, therefore challenging AE.

In contrast to these views, Exner-Pirot and Murray (2017) argue that the Arctic is not 

exceptional per se, but marked by “exceptional trends“ (p.60) resulting from a deliberate 

“compartmentalization“ (p. 47) of Arctic affairs from global politics. While during the Cold 

War, the Arctic was perceived as a strategic frontier separating the Soviet Union and US/NATO 

(Osthagen 2021: 61) as a “corridor in the nuclear competition of two superpowers“ (Tamnes 

& Holtsmark 2014: 13), this vision changed soon after a speech held by former Soviet president 

Mikhael Gorbachev in 1987, in which he advocated for considering the Arctic as a zone of 

peace and dialogue between the West and the Soviet Union where low politics prevailed over 

hard security concerns or “high politics“ defined as “vital for the survival of the state“ (Nilsson 
2012: 179). The desire to normalize East-West relations in the early 2000s (Keskitalo, 2007) 

led Arctic states to progressively envision the region as a space where shared rather than 

national or competitive interests were pursued (Lackenbauer & Dean, 2020; Wegge, 2010), 

thereby placing cooperation as the modus operandi of states' relations in the region and leading 

to the gradual desecuritization of the Arctic (Atland, 2008). In parallel, the creation of regional 

discussion forums in the 1990s which addressed soft security issues, including “environmental 

protection, the promotion of Indigenous governance and knowledge, increased connectivity 

across the region, scientific research and economic development“ (Gj0rv & Hodgson 2019: 

2f.) reinforced the idea that a dynamic of continued cooperation was possible in the Arctic, 

thereby strengthening the support to the exceptionalist doctrine. In line with this idea of a 

‘chosen exceptionalism' is the point made by Lackenbauer and Dean (2020), who argue that 

scholars mistakenly conceive AE as an objective reality by describing it as a discursive strategy 

which has been used by Arctic and non-Arctic states as an attempt to promote a specific vision 

in line with their own interests. For them, by looking at one of the layers (e.g. a discourse driven 

for instance by political, social, or economic considerations) that constitute AE, most scholars 
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fall into the ‘speechwriter's trap'. Therefore, when talking about AE, one should ask about 

which narrative is being referred to, for what audience and for which purpose. In line with this 

vision, Gj0rv and Hodgson (2019) consider AE to be a subjective security narrative, reflecting 

a state's respective security priorities.

Min Pan and Huntington (2024) consider several types of AE. For them, AE's understanding 

should evolve in the course of relations between states in the international system. In this 

context, the halt of cooperation with Russia after February 2022 is seen as the end of one type 

of exceptionalism rather than a complete disruption of exceptional relations in the region. 

Exceptionalism is apprehended as a “for a different approach between [two countries] rather 

than a way to resolve the deep and real disputes” (Ibid.: 1) dividing them - an argument in line 
with Young (1992), Bertelsen (2018) and Melchiorre's (2022) conception of the Arctic as a 

laboratory for improving state relations. Drawing from this vision, the expressed willingness 

of states to cooperate and engage in peaceful relations can be seen as illustrative of such type 

of exceptionalism.

Another conceptualization of AE is directly associated with the region's particular governance 

structure, defined as “process in which political power is exercised by different players with 

due consideration to the principles of legitimacy, accountability and transparency“ 

(Loukacheva 2013:125). Within this framework, the Arctic Council (especially) acts as the 

main institutional representation of such exceptionalism (Pic & Lasserre, 2019:2). The reason 

behind lies in the Council's very structure, composed of the eight Arctic States, six Indigenous 

Permanent Participants, and observer members such as NGOs and experts groups which all 

take part in Arctic decision-making (non-Arctic states can also attend the Council's sessions as 

observers and thus keep themselves inform on regional developments). Such configuration, by 

dedicating an “unusual amount of political space to non-state actors in Arctic decision-making“ 

(Exner-Pirot & Murray, 2017:57) and therefore placing an ideal of cooperation above states' 

national interests, represents a component of AE. Under this vision, the recognition that 

existing institutional configurations and legal frameworks associated with it are effective 

become vital for understanding the state of exceptionalism. Koivurova and Shibata (2023) 

explain how Russia's war on Ukraine has not created a disruption of AE since cooperation has 

only been partially disrupted from a legal point of view. As they explain, while the soft-low 

based cooperation in the Arctic (including the Arctic Council) has been disrupted, treaty-based 

cooperation (such as the CAO Fisheries agreement) has remained functional in the Arctic.
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Coupled to this, the fact that Russia's exclusion to regional forums was made without Russia 

itself and that all decisions should be taken by consensus, this violates the Council's rule of 

procedure and therefore cannot be applied.

Most authors who write about AE consider it to rely on an East-West binary, claiming that AE 

is made possible through good relations between Russia and Western countries. Strictly 

speaking, as long as Russia does not represent a direct threat to Western States' interests and 

maintains dialogue, AE prevails. In this context, Russia's annexation of Crimea and military 

action in Eastern Ukraine in 2014 was widely considered as a first breach in AE that negatively 

affected cooperation due to Russia's role in the Arctic, with its territory stretching over half of 

the region and hosting most of “the military force, people and industr[ies]“ (Koiruva and 
Shibata (2023: 2). For Piechowicz (2025) as well as for Wilhelmsen and Hjermann (2022), the 

cancellation of military exercises, defence meetings of Arctic chiefs and the suspension of 

Russia from the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable as a response to Russia's actions disrupted 

affected practices of cooperation and therefore further illustrate this breach. Furthermore, for 

Konyshev & Sergunin (2018), it is Russia's quest to find alternative partners such as China as 

a reaction to Western economic sanctions. In contrast, Exner-Pirot and Murray (2017) consider 

the partial erosion of cooperative spirit coupled with a growing distrust between Russia and the 

West as a high tide of AE. Although relations were marked by increased tensions, including 

the imposition of economic sanctions and the reduction of military cooperation (Szczerbowicz, 

2024), dialogue remained. As summed up by Pedersen and Steinveg (2024), AE was 

maintained as Arctic governance did not radically change, since “Moscow did not explicitly 

challenge or reject the liberal international order, and Western diplomats were eager to preserve 

the good Arctic relations [...] painstakingly developed over decades” (:5). Instead, Russia's 

full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 led to a breakdown in regional cooperation 

(Szczerbowicz, 2024) and thus represents a clear shift in AE's perception (Gricius & Fitz, 2022; 

Shvets & Hossain, 2022; Devyatkin, 2023). Compared to 2014, the seven Arctic States and 

their Western partners now not only decided to adopt new sanctions against Russia, but they 

also chose to completely stop cooperation with Russia and thereby put a halt to Arctic 

cooperation. The boycott of Arctic Council meetings chaired by Russia was a clear signal of a 

changed attitude towards Russia, thus contradicting AE. 0sthagen and Rottem (2023) point out 

how this configuration had direct security implications on the High North and the European 

Arctic, by extending the scope of the transatlantic alliance to the region and thereby forcing its 

members to put greater emphasis on Arctic security dynamics. The fact that Russia is the only 
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state in the region which is not in NATO and furthermore directly opposes it increases the 

potential for elevated tensions, as the length of the alliance's direct frontier with Russia has 

multiplied. The overall atmosphere, marked by the risk of a potential restoration of a nuclear 

antagonism between the West and Russia, is considered by some as the return to the Cold War 

period (Cunningham, 2024; Gj0rv & Hodgson, 2019). In line with this argument, Szczerbowicz 

(2024) points out the role the Arctic plays for Russia's war efforts, since most of the country's 

military capabilities are located in the Kola Peninsula and since attacks on Ukraine have already 

been launched from the region. Albeit concerns vis-à-vis Russia's increased militarization were 

not absent from Arctic states' concerns prior to 2022, Russia's role remained mainly considered 

as one of a “cooperative partner“ (Szczerbowicz 2024: 349). After 2022. Russia's actions 

tended to be seen as one of an “increasingly assertive agent“ in the Arctic, however (Ibid.).

Taking into account these debates, AE is determined both by extra-regional dynamics, such as 

the influence of global politics on states' relations in the region (including the level of 

international interest, the impact of external conflict, economic and geopolitical competition) 

and intra-regional dynamics (e.g. the region's geographical characteristics, the importance 

given to soft security and military issues, the level of cooperation within regional forums, the 

degree of peacefulness among states' relations and the respect to legal frameworks), and - as 

most concepts - an idea subjected to ongoing contestation and recalibration.

2.2 From geopolitics to critical geopolitics

Broadly defined, geopolitics “concerns the geography of international politics, particularly the 

relationship between the physical environment (location, resources, territory) and the conduct 

of foreign policy“ (O Tuathail 1992: 191). Geopolitics emerged in the early 20th century within 

the discipline of political geography and was first associated with a social darwinist conception 

of states, “justify(ing) imperial expansionism“ (Dodds et al., 2013: 3). The idea was pushed 

forward by figures such as the German writer Friedrich Ratzel and the Swedish political 

scientist Rudolph Kjellén - inventor of the term ‘geopolitics' - who provided a conception of 

the state as an organic entity and influenced the idea of ‘power projection' (0sterud & 

H0nneland, 2014); or British analyst Halford Mackinder, who predicted that European 

expansion overseas would come to an end and power projection would thereby be replaced by 

the idea of ‘great power rivalry' based on a closed geopolitical system, where Eurasia 

constituted the most advantageous place for a state to exercise control over the world. The 

Second World War considerably affected the reputation of geopolitics, as the notion became 
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increasingly linked to “fascist and authoritarian strands of thought in Germany, Italy and Japan“ 

(Dodds et al., 2013: 3), associated to figures such as Karl Haushofer in Germany and its 

suspected links with Nazi ideology. Thus, it was not before the Cold War period, that 

geopolitics as a discipline started to become popular again (O Tuathail, 1998). Now, it was 

used to describe ideological difference (Dodds et al., 2013) being based on the Soviet Union - 

United States “contest (for influence and control)“ (O Tuathail 1998: 1). It was mainly 

influenced by the US political scientist Nicholas Spykman's ‘rimland strategy', aimed at 

containing the Soviet Union through military alliances around the Eurasian continent (0sterud 

& H0nneland, 2014: 172) or US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger who conceived geopolitics 

as “a synonym for the superpower game of balance of power politics“ (O Tuathail, 1998:1). 

However, the end of the Cold War forced the development of new approaches to geopolitics. 

On the one hand, the works of Zbigniew Brzezinski or Kissinger based on the ‘mondialism' 

doctrine and advocating for the transition to a unified world system under the dominance of 

Western values were particularly influential. Under this approach, the development of a geo- 

economic logic, influenced by figures such as Edward Luttwak (1990) and Lorot (2009) took 

shape. For Luttwak states shifted from using military force (geopolitics) to using economic 

instruments (trade, finance, technology) to achieve geopolitical objectives after the Cold War 

- therefore requiring an alternative approach called “geoeconomics“. Drawing on such view, 

Lorot expanded the concept to states' commercial strategies, thereby including the “conquest 

or maintenance of a coveted position within the global economy“ with all available instruments 

that can be mobilized to achieve economic objectives. Alternatively, the realization that “the 

world was no longer dominated by territorial struggles between competing blocks, but by 

emerging transnational problems“ (O Tuathail 1998: 2) gave rise to new types of geopolitics, 

such as ‘environmental geopolitics'.

At the same time, the developments of the 1990s were accompanied by the influence of critical 

studies on political geography (Eklund & van der Watt, 2017), leading to the emergence of 

critical geopolitics in rupture with geopolitics. O Tuathail and Agnew (1992) define it as the 

study of the “discursive practice by which intellectuals of statecraft [agents working for or in 

link with the state's interests] embedded within certain institutional structures and social 

networks of power, privilege and access“ (Ibid.: 192) spatialize international politics in such a 

way as to represent it as a ‘world' characterised by particular types of peoples and dramas“ 

(Ibid.). They criticize geopolitics as it takes geography as naturally given, thereby acting as a 

departing point for the definition of states' interests and behaviour. By doing so, classical 
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geopolitics is de facto instrumentalized for serving national foreign policy purposes, and 

becomes a “problem solving theory for the conceptualization and practice of statecraft“ (O 

Tuathail, 1999: 107). Critical geopolitics instead, by questioning the very act of declaring 

geopolitics (O Tuathail, 1996), seeks to deconstruct the “seemingly neutral and objective 

scientific gaze of classical geopolitics“ (Moisio 2015: 223).

While this approach to critical geopolitics is mainly influenced by constructivism (Wehrmann, 

2018), another idea aligns with the tradition of post-structuralism. The former relies on the idea 

that an actor's viewpoint is necessarily subjective, thereby attesting to the presence of “several 

meanings, depending on one's own perceptions, evaluations, representations and goals“ 

(Reuber 2000: 38). Constructivists therefore refuse to consider states' identities as pre-given 

and see it as the outcome of a discursive reality developed in comparison with other members 

of the international community (Kelly 2016: 60). As such, although constructivists 

acknowledge material structures, “these acquire social significance only via intersubjectively 

shared meaning structures through which they are mediated“ (Ibid.: 62). Post-structuralism, 

instead, refuses the rational scientific method underlying constructivist thinking (where 

meaning is shaped under the structure of contrasting opposites) and proposes to “explor(e) and 

expos(e) the hidden power structures which constitute the hierarchy of binary terms“ (Ibid.:63). 

In link with this view, a more recent approach to critical geopolitics includes the role played 

by non-state actors, drawing on feminist, cultural and subaltern studies (Mamadouh, 2024) - 

which is, however, out of the scope of this thesis.

O Tuathail (2008) divides critical geopolitics' theory into four methodological approaches. 

‘Formal geopolitics' refer to the traditional geopolitical thought, considering how such theories 

affect the own reasoning of the world. The focus is put on “intellectuals, institutions and their 

political and cultural context“ (Ibid.: 111). ‘Practical geopolitics' addresses how “common 

geographical understandings and perceptions [influence] foreign policy conceptualization and 

decision making“ (Ibid.: 110). As such, it aims at analysing “the everyday policy of statecraft“ 

(Ibid.), looking at how geopolitical thinking is reflected in states' discourses and policy 

implementation. ‘Popular geopolitics' analyses popular culture and mainstream media 

influences in constructing geographical understandings, i.e. how they participate to create 

certain identities based on geographical conceptions (Moisio, 2015). Lastly, ‘structural 

geopolitics' focuses on the role of global processes (such as globalisation or climate change) 

that “condition or transform geopolitical practices“ (O Tuathail 2008: 111). This thesis will 
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focus on practical geopolitics in order to identify states' understandings of AE and examine 

how these relate to specific security interests in the Arctic and inform on the respective foreign 

and security policy approach.

The use of critical geopolitics has certain limits. Agnew (2013) acknowledges that conceiving 

a state's discourse to be purely informed by geographical constructs lacking any material basis 

(such as the framing of international threats) and cannot sufficiently explain international 

relations, because geopolitics are not simply made up“ (Ibid :13). Following this view, Kelly 

(2006) argues that the objectivity praised by the theoretical framework of critical geopolitics 

cannot be sustained. As she explains, “if rationality (in classical geopolitics) is rejected, so is 

the ability to create legible theoretical frameworks (praised by critical geopolitics)“ (Ibid.: 44) 

because “if we accept the premise that reality is subjective and therefore nowhere, then how do 

we accurately determine motivations of states' persons ?“ (Ibid). Instead, she advocates for an 

approach conceiving classical and critical geopolitics as complementary rather than as mutually 

excluding each other, as a way to counter both theories' flaws - an approach further advocated 

by Fard (2021) proposing to conceive what he calls ‘constructivist geopolitics'.

The existing literature on the Arctic clearly illustrates the divide between classical and critical 

geopolitics. Many scholars use both geopolitics and geoeconomics to study states' relations in 

the Arctic. This includes works portraying the Arctic as a space marked by ‘great power 

competition', such as Suslov & Kashin (2022), Nikulin (2021). As explained by 0sthagen 

(2021), the main driver of geopolitical discourses in the Arctic is the perceived openness of the 

Arctic to international relations and it strategic interest for states' power projection. Some 

scholars choose to complement it by using a geoeconomic approach, considering the Arctic's 

new possibilities for resources' extraction, economic investments and use of new trade routes 

as a way for states to secure their energy supply and/or increase their competitiveness on the 

international stage (Konina & Sapir, 2022; Khare & Khare, 2021; Kikkas et al., 2020; Brutschin 

& Schubert, 2016), sometimes leading to interstate competition (Konyukhovskiy et al., 2019). 

Yet, as argued by Wehrmann (2018), the single use of geopolitics does not provide a sufficient 

framework for studying states' relations in the Arctic, since it puts aside the influence of other 

factors, such as environmental and scientific matters or local populations' interests that are 

central to Arctic governance. Following this view, Heininen (2018) proposes to conceptualize 

the study of Arctic geopolitics based on a binary approach, mixing classical and critical 

geopolitics. While the latter puts the emphasis “physical space, power, technology and a state“
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(Ibid:3) reflecting a state of instability, the latter focuses on factors under “high geopolitical 

stability“ (Ibid), focusing on international, institutional cooperation, environmental concerns 

and the role played by non-state actors.

Another argument aligning with the view of critical geopolitics is Paasi's (2009) region­

building theory, according to which regions are not given but the result of social processes 

stemming from conversation between actors, or so-called “region-builders“ , including “states, 

regional and international organisations, think tanks and citizens“ (Langenhove, 2011:4). Thus, 

a region is not a region per se (even though it might be initially defined by geographical 

boundaries) but the outcome of a process aimed at linking different spaces to one another, 

thereby creating shared perceptions and interests within these spaces. In line with this view, 

Keskitalo (2007) demonstrates how the Arctic is a result of a region-building process, shaped 

by “particular actors and interests“ (Ibid.: 187). Drawing on the work of Neumann (1992), who 

suggests that the way a region “develops depends on a choice made on specific historical 

grounds“ (Ibid.: 188), Keskitalo's analysis shows how Arctic regionalization arises from 

contested results of power relations, conceived by Paasi (2009) as a region's essential 

characteristic. As she explains, Arctic States' strategic interests in considering the Arctic as a 

region dates back to the end of the Cold War period, where “the desire to normalize East-West 

relations“ (Ibid.: 201) gave the impetus for region-building“ (Ibid.). Thus, it is only from that 

moment until the beginning of the 2000s that discussions associating the Arctic as a distinct 

(and exceptional) space started to emerge (Toft, 2014) and gradually gave rise to the Arctic as 

a political region (Exner-Pirot, 2017), located within the Northernmost territories of Canada, 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States. However, as 

argued by Paasi (2009), regions can be constituted by powers “from both the region and from 

the outside“ (Ibid:13). Indeed, the Arctic's conception as an exceptional region has been 

established not only because Arctic states were ready to cooperate with one another under 

specific rules, but also because the rest of the international community was ready to comply 

with these rules and conceive the Arctic as exceptional. In contrast to Keskitalo's conception 

of the region as a historically rooted process, Fitjar (2015) explains how regions need to be 

continuously reconstructed and renewed in order to maintain their significance, since actors 

can seek to maintain or change a region's prevailing territorial shape (e.g. change in the 

definition of its geographical scope) or symbolic shape (which could take the form of a refusal 

to consider the Arctic's distinct geographic status and promotion of a vision of the Arctic as 

embedded within global politics that does not act as a separate region). The scope of a region 
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is therefore subject to the possibility of constant change. Such view aligns with Steinberg's et 

al. (2015) notion of Arctic imaginaries, defined as a constellation of ideas about what the Arctic 

space is, or the conception of multiple Arctics (Gjorv & Lateigne 2019: 427), in which different 

perspectives offer contrasting definitions of the Arctic territorial borders. Aligning with these 

views, Pic and Lasserre (2019: 2-3) point out the absence of a consensus regarding the 

definition given to the Arctic, since this often results from a politically motivated choice. As 

they explain, while the Arctic Council counts eight Arctic countries, thereby providing a 

territory-based definition, the declaration of Ilulissat in 2008 which clarifies the Arctic's legal 

status as part of the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea and the Arctic coastal states' 

sovereignty over their territory as a reaction to the increased international interest for Arctic 

resources and the European Parliament's proposal to create an Arctic Treaty on the model of 

the Antarctic, provides an ocean-based definition of Arctic territory including only the five 

coastal states, thereby excluding Iceland, Finland and Sweden. Similarly, they show how the 

blurred definition given to the Arctic can be instrumentalised by non-Arctic states in order to 

promote geopolitical narratives - such as China's narrative as a near-Arctic state - as a way to 

justify its involvement in Arctic governance.

2.3 Security

Finally, this thesis also takes the concept of securitisation on board, based on the idea of the 

Copenhagen School and its representative Ole W^ver (1995; see also Buzan et al., 1998), who 

proposed the concept of ‘speech act' or ‘securitizing move', defined as the process by which a 

political issue is constructed as a security threat through the discourse of a ‘securitising actor'. 

He distinguishes ‘securitisation', which includes the acceptance of the securitised threat by a 

legitimising audience, from a ‘securitizing move', which can fail, and therefore constitutes only 

the first step of the securitisation process. In line with this view, Greaves and Pomerants (2017: 

32) understand the ‘securitisation move' as a socially constructed process and dependent on a 

given political context. For McDonald (2008), a ‘speech act' informs of the subjective position 

and security interest of a securitising actor by reflecting a “intersubjective construction of 

security” (Ibid.: 581). Similarly, Pic and Lasserre (2019), who analyse the meaning of security 

in the Arctic, argue that the very act of choosing what is framed as a security issue constitutes 

a political move in itself, since it “implies a purpose and comes with political means” (Ibid: 4). 

Arctic security is thus a “discursive construction of a political stance“ (Ibid: 10).
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McSweeney (1984) proposes to conceive security both under a positive and negative approach. 

While the former is framed in the “adjectival“ (p.14) form of the term (e.g. something is secure, 

for instance energy security) and suggests a possibility, the latter uses its “nominative form“ 

(Ibid), (e.g. there is security) and prevents something happening. Greaves and Pomerants 

(2017), who use this theory for analysing the Arctic Council's security narratives, further 

elaborate on the concept, explaining that while adjectival uses “typically do not establish 

threat-referent relationships or seek to legitimize emergency measures“ (p. 33) since they only 

describe security objectives aimed at satisfying satisfy particular interests, nominative uses are 

linked to the traditional understanding of a state's security including its survival against a 

military threat.

Chapter 3. Background

The outbreak of Russia's full-scale war against Ukraine in February 2022 prompted European 

states to reassess their defence postures, reinforce their energy security, and fundamentally 

reconsider their relationship with Russia. What is perceived as the return of war to European 

soil and a direct threat to all countries within the region required a revaluation of existing 

security frameworks and priorities. This chapter identifies the respective foreign and security 

policy priorities, interests and threat perceptions of Germany, France, and the UK as well as 

the role that the Arctic region has played in this context until today. The contextualization is 

done in order to understand the shift in assertiveness of these countries towards Russia after 

the February 2022, and to prepare the analysis by reflecting on how the full-scale invasion has 

influenced countries' security policy and affected the view on the Arctic. The chapter also gives 

first insights into the themes of the respective Arctic strategies that will be carved out later in 

the analysis alongside a discussion of potential dissonances with the countries' general foreign 

policy stances.

To do so, it has first to be acknowledged that while the three countries do not possess territories 

in the Arctic, they still have the right to engage in commercial activities in Norway's Svalbard 

archipelago as granted by the Svalbard Treaty. Their participation in Arctic governance has 

furthermore been institutionalized since the granting of observer status inside the Arctic 

Council to them - while Germany and the UK received this status in 1998, France did so in 

2022. All three countries nowadays play a major role in Polar studies: while research from the 

UK account for 9% of all Arctic scientific studies publications, thereby positioning the UK as 

a leader in Arctic research among non-Arctic states (Lagutina et al., 2022), Germany is notably 
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famous for the Alfred Wegener Institute for Polar and Marine research, and France for its Polar 

Institute Paul Emile Victor which however faces a serious lack of budget (Lin, 2023).

3.1 France

1. Foreign policy before and after February 24, 2022

France's foreign policy approach is marked by a proactive stance in international politics 

reflected consistently in its national security strategies, emphasizing the country's “ability to 

take the initiative in actions that align with (its) interests and those of the international 

community“ (French government 2013: 7) or portraying itself as a “balancing power“ (French 

Ministry of Armed Forces 2021: 48) capable of appeasing interstate tensions. France's so- 

called ‘strategic autonomy', broadly defined as the country's “self-sufficiency in defence and 

security capabilities“ (Ibid: 20) is central to its security policy doctrine, under which 

cooperation within NATO plays a key role according to a 2013 White Paper (French 

government 2013: 59). This concept is linked to France's long-standing security objective of 

establishing a ‘Europe puissance' and ‘Europe de la défense', e.g. to make Europe a global 

power and strengthen European security independence and self-sufficiency across all security 

domains, a goal that has been heavily pursued by French president Emmanuel Macron since 

2017 (Macron, 2017). France's strong participation in NATO is part of a pragmatic approach 

(Weber, 2024), aimed at fulfilling these goals.

The development of close relations with Russia is part of this approach, thereby explaining 

France's long-standing opposition to NATO enlargement and the deployment of permanent 

NATO forces near Russia's borders following the claim that such actions risked undermining 

the security architecture in the region (Cadier, 2018), or its reluctance towards Ukraine's EU 

aspirations prior to February 24, 2022 (Mlynarski, 2023) and its overall role in the settlement 

of the Ukraine crisis in 2014 together with Germany - although this was followed by a 

temporary freeze in bilateral relations. In its 2021 Strategic Review, France counts good 

relations with Russia as one of its main foreign policy objectives (Ministry of the Armed forces 

2021: 36) incremental for ensuring European security. As put by Cadier (2018), France 

envisioned European security as requiring the inclusion of Russia to be preserved.

Nevertheless, Russia also finds its place in France's security considerations prior to February 

24, 2022. In a white paper published in 2013, concerns are raised about “Europe's energy 

dependence on Russia“ (French government 2013: 35) and Russia's efforts to “establish a 
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monopoly over supply routes, thus complicating European efforts to diversify their imports“ 

(Ibid.: 35f.). In its 2017 Strategic Review, France points out Russia's increased assertive 

posture, its attempts to challenge or block international institutions and instruments (Ibid.: 18) 

and “undermine the transatlantic link and divide the European Union“ (Ibid.: 42), as well as its 

logic of “sphere of influence, accompanied by a troubling resort to forms of strategic 

intimidation“ (Ibid.) and ongoing (nuclear) militarisation (Ibid.). Similarly, in 2021, France 

acknowledges the return to “strategic competition“ (Ibid.: 15) and the increased contestation 

of the international order (Ibid.: 22) with Russia as a main actor, pointing out increased tensions 

in Europe's Eastern and Northern borders with Russia (Ibid.: 11). However, despite growing 

concerns, France emphasizes the necessity to maintain continued dialogue with Russia, stating 

that “given the central role Russia plays for questions that are directly linked to [its] national 

security interests, France has chosen a balanced response, combining toughness and 

engagement allowing the resumption of a lucid dialogue with Russia“ (Ibid.: 21). France's tone 

in 2021 furthermore appears more measured than in 2017, and most references towards Russia 

are paired with China - both countries are perceived as key players in a context marked by 

“rising geopolitical tensions“ (Ibid.: 13).

After 2022, France's objective of taking a proactive stance in the foreign policy arena remains 

the same if not strengthened. It is especially committed to the preservation of the “multilateral 

mechanisms based on international law“ (French government 2022: 4), deemed essential to the 

development of a “European strategic autonomy“ (Ibid.: 7), hereby reinforcing the idea of 

‘Europe puissance' (Weber, 2024). Hence, the priorities outlined in its 2022 National 

Strategies Review remain the same and are reaffirmed, including “the strengthening of its 

strategic autonomy“ (French government 2022: 22) including, among other things, a strong 

nuclear deterrence, sufficient military capabilities, and, on a European level, the development 

of a “common strategic culture“ (Ibid.: 20) and the strengthening of European defence 

capabilities.

At the same time, France's foreign policy takes on a more defensive approach overall as stated 

in its National Strategic Review (“Russia's invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 represents 

a major shift in strategy“, French government 2022: 9). Here, France confirms its previous 

threat assessment of 2017 and 2021 and calls for increased defence and military cooperation. 

Its tone towards Russia becomes more confrontational, clearly framing it as an enemy (“Russia 

is pursuing a strategy that seeks to undermine European security, of which the war against 
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Ukraine [...] is the most open and brutal manifestation [...] ” and “Moscow had long preferred 

a more indirect approach, focusing on undermining the West on a politico-diplomatic level [.] 

this strategy is now accompanied by the desire to engage in direct military confrontation“ 

(Ibid.: 11). As explained by Weber (2024), while France's priorities in regard to security 

remained unchanged, Russia's war on Ukraine made it a much more vocal advocate of the 

European pillar in NATO“ (Ibid.: 2) including a revised position on EU and NATO 

membership for Ukraine (Ibid.) and confirming the shift in assertiveness towards Russia.

2. The role of the Arctic

Compared to Germany and the UK, France is the only country to have a special envoy on Arctic 

matters - in 2009, the post of a polar ambassador responsible for both the Arctic and Antarctic 

regions was created. In 2016, France published a first all-encompassing document on Arctic 

matters and the country's involvement in it, which was back then labelled as a “roadmap”. 

Given the fact that only the second Arctic document would be described as a “strategy”, one 

could first ask about the reason to adopt a roadmap prior to a strategy. One possible explanation 

lies in the country's intent to avoid appearing as interfering too heavily in Arctic affairs. France 

has a vested interest in doing so due to past diplomatic hindrances that have affected its image 

and credibility to act in the region. Back in 2008, when former French polar ambassador Michel 

Rocard pushed for the idea of an Arctic Treaty presented by the European Parliament modelled 

on the Antarctic Treaty, the initiative did not come across well among Arctic states, who saw 

it as a direct threat to their sovereignty (Depledge, 2015). France's objective thus might have 

been to keep a low profile in order to not undermine its position in the region, thereby following 

a similar approach as Germany, which explicitly chose to name its Arctic documents ‘policy 

guidelines' and not ‘strategy' to not appear too intrusive in Arctic affairs (German Arctic 

Office, 2025). In April 2022, France published its first Arctic strategy Balancing the Extremes 

- France's Polar Strategy by 2030, this time applied to both pole regions and driven by an 

objective to present both regional issues as inherently connected.

Prior to 2022, France considers maritime spaces in general to be marked by growing tensions 

due to their “their central role in the globalization of all types of flows, including digital ones, 

the resources they contain, and the development of long-range naval and air strike capabilities“ 

(French government 2017: 43), the potential for contestation of existing rules and the risk of 

constraints to the liberty of circulation on sea (Ibid.: 45). While the Arctic is not mentioned in 

this quote, it suggests which perception France could have about the region as it shares the 
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characteristics outlined above while being increasingly affected by ice melting leading to 

increased opportunities for transport and resources' extraction.

In contrast to Germany, the Arctic is indeed referenced in France's foreign and security 

documents before and after 2022. Looking at France's White Book on Defence and National 

Security of in 2013, its interest seems to be driven by both economic and environmental 

considerations. The two mentions of the Arctic indicate that French interest in the region were 

initially shaped by intra-regional dynamics, including climate-induced ice melting, the 

emergence of new maritime routes, and associated economic opportunities, as expressed in 

“The Saint Pierre and Miquelon archipelago is located at the crossroads of Arctic and North 

Atlantic maritime routes, and in an area rich in hydrocarbons“ (French government 2013: 51). 

Furthermore, the consequences of an ice-free Arctic deemed as “not without strategic 

consequences“ (Ibid. p. 46) are mentioned. Quite surprisingly, in the 2017 Strategic Review of 

Defence and National Security, the Arctic is not mentioned anymore, although France had just 

published its Arctic strategy one year before. In the 2021 Strategic Update, the focus seems to 

have shifted towards extra-regional considerations, i.e. Russia's increasingly assertive posture 

on the international stage, thus already suggesting an emerging reorientation of France's 

approach to the Arctic driven by hard security concerns. However, there is only one mention 

of the region, which is described as one space among many in Russia's neighbourhood possibly 

subjected to its “intimidation strategy“ (Ibid.: 17). Moreover, albeit mentioned, the Arctic is 

generally not linked to France's interests here, reflecting an apparent French disinterest for the 

Arctic under Macron's presidency. Diplomatic hindrances, such as former polar ambassador 

Segolene Royale's repeated absences to the Arctic Council meetings (Daudin, 2020), her 

dismissal due to the fact that she misused national funds (Reuters, 2020) and the fact that the 

post of polar ambassador was vacated for one year after (LePoint, 2020) also explain this 

circumstance.

After February 24, 2022, the French National Strategic Review mentions the Arctic twice. The 

fact that both references are explicitly linked to France's security interests, suggests a growing 

importance for France foreign and security policy compared to 2021. Indeed, while the first 

reference presents the Arctic as a region where France seeks to maintain its “freedom of action, 

the security of its flows, and its interests“ (French government 2022: 51), the second considers 

the Arctic as one of the numerous global challenges in a context marked by the “deterioration 

of the international environment [and] the risk of opportunistic strategies in response to the 
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extension of our interests“ (Ibid: 13). Moreover, a reference to “the strength of its partnerships“ 

(Ibid.) and the need to developing a more stable environment as well as “the maintenance of a 

high level of interoperability with the US“ (Ibid.) in order to prevent “undesirable effects of 

competition or even rivalry among allies“ (Ibid.) in the following sentence suggests an 

emphasis on cooperation, especially in regard to NATO and the respect of rule based-order in 

its 2022 Arctic strategy. Similar as with its 2021 Strategic Update, France's references to the 

Arctic in its 2022 document suggest an interest fuelled by extra-regional dynamics and marked 

by a vision of the Arctic as embedded in global politics. However, somewhat surprisingly, 

references to the Arctic are no longer associated with Russia, although such link could have 

been expected given the French positioning in 2021 and its condemnation of Russia's full-scale 

war on Ukraine. At the same time, a possible shift France's approach towards Russia in the 

Arctic could be seen in the decision 2022 the French enterprise TotalEnergies to abandon the 

natural liquefied gas project LNG2 and withdraw its participation in the Novatek company as 

a response to the war in Ukraine (TotalEnergies, 2022). Prior to 2022, the French enterprise 

TotalEnergies was particularly active in the Arctic, cooperating closely with the Russian firm 

Novatek, in which it held 19.4% of the shares. It invested in Russia's big project of liquefied 

natural gas, among first the Yamal LNG, located in the Kola Peninsula, holding 20% of the 

shares. While, in contrast to Germany and the UK, “French companies' interests do not merge 

with the ones of diplomacy and state“ (Lagutina et al. 2022: 85), the fact that French President 

Emmanuel Macron (albeit under public pressure) did not support and thereby forced Total to 

make this decision is surely insightful.

Looking at the forthcoming analysis, it could be expected to see an interest driven by scientific 

and environmental issues and an emphasis on the Arctic's economic opportunities before 

February 2022. Afterwards, a clear shift in its approach marked by increased military concerns 

together with a strong emphasis on France's commitment to NATO in the region. Regarding 

possible challenges to AE, the documents will before 2022 likely focus on the region's 

economic potential, considered as possibly leading to interstate competition, while after 2022 

Russia will be deemed as the main threat to AE, along with geoeconomic concerns associated 

with China's increased presence.

3.2 Germany

1. Foreign policy priorities before and after February 24, 2022
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Germany's foreign and security policy approach lies on the core principles of “the firm 

integration into the western alliance, European integration and the rejection of military means“ 

(Blumenau 2022: 1895). Before 2022, Germany's security policy is thus marked by the 

promotion of multilateralism and an “unambiguous commitment to the clear primacy of 

civilian over military means in solving conflicts“ (Federal Ministry of Defence 2022), 

including humanitarian and development assistance as well as transitional political measures 

aimed at maintaining peace (German government 2017: 3).

A white paper published in 2016 locates Germany's security priorities in the fight against 

terrorism together with its partners and regional organisations in order to maintain security 

whilst promoting multilateralism. The country presents itself as a guarantor of international 

stability, mediator in conflict and actor contributing to peace, and refrains from pointing out 

direct security threats. In its 2017 Policy guidelines: Preventing crises, resolving conflicts, 

building peace, such an approach is strengthened, confirming that Germany envisions its 

security policy in the context of crisis prevention and the provision of help to likeminded 

partners.

Looking at Germany's position towards Russia before February 24, 2022, it appears to be rather 

cautious. Although the country raises concerns regarding Russia's annexation of Crimea, the 

war in Eastern Ukraine, and the overall Russian willingness to use force in order to advance 

own interests and undermine the European peace order (German government 2016: 16), Russia 

is nevertheless described as “challenge“ (Ibid.) rather than a threat to Europe's security. In its 

2017 Policy Guidelines, the condemnation of Russia's actions in Ukraine (German government 

2017: 74) seems to be rather used to display the variety of Germany's assistance measures to 
Ukraine (Ibid.: 75).

This approach is also motivated by economic interests that play a central role in Germany's 

approach towards Russia (Fix, 2024). Before February 2022, Germany's posture vis-à-vis 

Russia was marked by the Ostpolitik (east policy) and Wandel durch Handel (transformation 

through trade) doctrines, both relying on the belief that the pursuit of close economic ties and 

dialogue with Russia would restrain the latter's territorial ambitions (Blumenau, 2022). Such 

policy was followed by former chancellor Angela Merkel as well as by Olaf Scholz in the first 

half of his term - a circumstance which also led to Germany's heavy reliance on Russia's 

energy imports, e.g. up to 55% of Germany's imported natural gas prior to February 2022 
(Dahlkamp et al., 2022).
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During the 2014 Ukraine crisis, both Germany and France were closely involved in the talks 

aimed at settling the crisis in the Donbas and addressing the issue of Crimea's status within the 

so-called Normandy format involving both Ukraine and Russia. These efforts ultimately led to 

the signature of the Minsk I and II agreements in September 2014 and February 2015, 

respectively. Both Western countries sought to play the role of meditators, believing that by 

engaging in constructive dialogue with Russia and “drawing (it) into the role of a responsible 

co-architect of European security, European stability would be enhanced“ (Mlynarski 2023: 

95). Therefore, while heavily condemning Russia's actions in Ukraine, Germany did not see 

the breach of international law as a sufficient condition to put an end to cooperation. The case 

of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, aimed at transporting gas from Russia to Germany through the 

Baltic Sea, is particularly illustrative of this stance. The project was heavily criticized 

(Blumenau 2022: 1897) by Ukraine, the US and EU member states such as Poland and the 

Baltic states for several reasons: it would circumvent pipeline routes passing through Ukraine, 

thereby threatening to cut the country off significant revenues, and also increase Germany's 

dependency on Russian gas and thus vulnerability to potential energy blackmail whilst also 

contradicting green energy objectives (Westphal, 2021). Despite criticisms, Germany at first 

decided to hold on to the project, thereby increasing even more its dependency towards Russia. 

The following quote best summarizes Germany's approach: “|.. ,|sustainable security and 

prosperity in and for Europe cannot therefore be ensured without strong cooperation with 

Russia. It is therefore all the more important that, in our relations with Russia, we find the right 

balance between collective defence and increased resilience on the one hand, and approaches 

to cooperative security and sectoral cooperation on the other“ (German government 2016: 32).

After February 24, 2022, it was clear, however, that such an approach would no longer hold. 

This was already acknowledged three days later by former German chancellor Olaf Scholz who 

on February 27 declared a Zeitenwende (watershed moment) characterised by a clear shift in 

Germany's foreign and defence policy discourse. While this speech led to the reaffirmation of 

some of Germany's core principles such as the “commitment to European integration, 

transatlantic cooperation and multilateralism“ (Blumenau 2022: 1895) as well as to a renewed 

approach to defence matters, it also marked a clear rupture in its relation with Russia.

While sanctions against Russia had already been imposed following the annexation of Crimea 

and the invasion of Eastern Ukraine in 2014, the ones of February 2022 had a much more 

important impact, due to their capacity “to cause major disruption and damage to Germany 
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businesses“ (Blumenau 2022: 1899). Germany had suspended the Nord Stream 2 project 

already on February 21, right after Russia's recognition of the self-proclaimed republics in 

Luhansk and Donetsk (Oltermann, 2022), and now committed to ending its natural gas imports 

from Russia by pursuing the diversification of its energy sources (German government 2023: 

5) - a costly decision considering the country's heavy reliance on natural gas (Reuter, 2022) 

and its lack of domestic infrastructure for importing liquefied natural gas. With it came a shift 

in perception towards Russia from a close economic partner to the “most significant threat to 

peace and security in the Euro-Atlantic area“ (German government 2023: 12).

Furthermore, as expressed in its 2023 National Security Strategy, Germany decided to “equip 

(its) Bundeswehr appropriately“ (German government 2023: 5) by allocating 100 billion euros 

to it (Federal Ministry of Defence, 2022) and pledging to spend 2% of its GDP (German 

government 2023: 12) on defence, thereby marking a shift away from its traditional self-image 

as a “civilian power“ (Fix 2024: 38). In this context, the adoption of a first formal strategy in 

contrast to its earlier 2016 White Paper and its 2017 Policy Guidelines underscores this 

renewed focus on the development of credible defence capabilities. As pointed out by Fix 

(2024), however, “Germany's new military role“ (p. 48f.) remains focused and limited to 

defending Europe against the threat represented by Russia rather than marking the beginning 

of a broader ambition to become a military power or assume a leading role in international 

security affairs.

2. The role of the Arctic

In contrast to France and the UK, little is known about the Arctic's importance for Germany 

before and after 2022 without looking at its Arctic policy documents. The significance of the 

region in the foreign policy and security policy domain seems to have been mostly sidelined, 

considering the fact that the region was not referenced in any respective documents before and 

after 2022. The country published its first Arctic policy guidelines in 2013 as one of the first 

observer members to do so together with the UK. In 2019, it published its new Arctic policy 

guidelines: Assume responsibility, seize opportunities - a title which already suggests a strong 

emphasis on economic interests. Turning towards the Arctic, Basse (2019), who looked at 

Germany's possible motivations behind the definition of an Arctic policy prior to 2022, 

explains how Germany's interest, next to science, is mainly driven by the economic 

opportunities that the Arctic offers for the country. As one of the world's leading exporters, 

with a substantial stake in the global shipping industry, Germany stands to benefit from shorter 
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Arctic shipping routes. Additionally, the potential for resource extraction would help Germany 

to secure its energy supplies and “its engineering and innovative industries which design and 

produce parts crucial to offshore oil and gas extraction“ (Ibid: 6). Coupled to this, Germany's 

reliance up on Russian gas up until February 2022, which is mainly being produced in the 

Arctic, increased the region's importance for the country's economic and energy interests. At 

the same time, the significance of the region in the foreign policy and security policy domain 

seems to have been mostly sidelined, considering the fact that the region was not referenced in 

any respective documents before and after 2022. What could therefore be found in the analysed 

documents is a particularly high number of geoeconomic concerns and references in an Arctic 

context prior to 2022, with only little emphasis being put on defence.

The outline in Germany's 2024 Arctic strategy will likely align with the tenets of its 

Zeitenwende discourse, as already hinted at by the title itself Germany's Arctic Policy 

Guidelines: Germany and the Arctic in the context of the climate crisis and the Zeitenwende. 

As such, there should be a greater emphasis on security and defence rather than on economic 

considerations. Indeed, in light of Germany's reaffirmed commitment and willingness to 

enhance its contribution to NATO coupled with the accession of Finland and Sweden to the 

transatlantic alliance, it is likely that the Arctic will play a greater role in Germany's security 

policy.

3.3 The UK

1. Foreign policy before and after February 24, 2022

The UK's foreign and security policy has been marked by a close cooperation with NATO, 

also due to its long-standing “special relationship“ with the one of the US (Rees & Xu: 1249), 

with a close cooperation in the realm of defence. It counts among “NATO's leading military 

powers“ (Dunn & Webber 2017: 6) and its security policy is marked by a “readiness to commit 

to force“ (Ibid.). Indeed, its 2012 Defence Doctrine underlines its commitment to NATO, the 

importance of collective security and the UK's general responsibility to “maintaining the 

international world order“ (Ibid.: 5), thereby presenting a proactive approach to international 

politics, similar to France. In its 2010 Strategic Defence and Security Review, the UK's security 

priorities lie mainly in the fight against terrorism, strengthen cybersecurity, the protection 

against natural hazard and the prevention of international military crises (Ibid.). From 2015 it 

already recognises the “resurgence of state-based threats“ (UK government 2015: 18) and in 
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2021 the considers the world as marked by “systemic competition“ among states (UK 

Government 2021: 5) and uncertainty behind actors' motivations.

Concerning its approach to Russia prior to 2022 and from 2015 onwards, the latter is already 

considered a “revisionist state“ (House of Commons Defence Committee 2018: 3), “defining 

itself in opposition to the West“ (UK government 2015: 18) and framed as a direct military and 

nuclear threat to European security interests and as “an unpredictable actor requiring increased 

awareness and preparedness in a document published in 2021 (UK Government 2021: 5). 

However, as pointed out by Magill and Rees (2022), while Russia is considered as a “major 

threat“ (p. 87), China represents the biggest danger to the UK's security interests due to its 

presence in the Indo-Pacific, its rapid economic and military developments, and its rising 

influence in the world, possibly undermining the safeguarding of Western values.

As explained by Scazzieri (2023), Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine has created a sense 

of urgency among the UK and its European partners to strengthen European security, especially 

since the “2022 US National strategy made clear that Washington will increasingly focus on 

the challenge from China and will be trying to reduce the resources it devotes to European 

security“ (Ibid: 5). As stated in its 2023 Integrated Review Refresh, Russia's war on Ukraine 

is clearly deemed responsible for the “deteriorating security situation“ (UK Government 2023: 

12) as expressed in the sentence “what has changed is that our collective security now is 

intrinsically linked to the outcome of the conflict in Ukraine“ (Ibid.: 8). Also, while in 2021 

the UK's approach to defence was rather presented as passive, aimed at identifying “future 

threats“ (UK Government 2021: 1) and investing in “capabilities to defeat them“ (Ibid), its 

discourse after 2022 becomes confrontational, as expressed in UK's stated objective “to contain 

and challenge Russia's ability and intent to disrupt the security of the UK, the Euro-Atlantic 

and the wider international order“ (Ibid.: 11).

1. The role of the Arctic

The UK is particularly involved in Arctic affairs. Back in 2014, a special committee on the 

Arctic was appointed within the House of the Lords and published its first report Responding 

to a changing Arctic on February 2015, pointing out its “implications for the UK and its 

international relations“ (House of Lords Select Committee on the Arctic, 2014: 2) and later in 

2017 its International Relations and Defence Committee published UNCLOS: The law of the 

sea in the 21st century. Moreover, the House of Commons Defence and Environmental Audit 
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Committees published the reports On thin ice: UK defence in the Arctic in August 2018 and 

The UK and the Arctic environment in October 2023. The UK's Ministry of Defence also 

published a policy paper in 2022 informing on its defence contributions and objectives ‘in the 

High North' over a 10-year period (UK Ministry of Defence, 2022a). Here, the UK leads the 

Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF), a defence and security coalition of ten northern European 

countries that cooperate in the Baltic Sea region, the North Atlantic and in the Arctic, created 

in 2014 (Knighton, 2024), therefore putting defence matters central to the UK's approach in 

the Arctic. The Polar Regions Department as part of the Foreign Commonwealth and 

Development Office is responsible for drafting the UK's Arctic policy documents. However, 

as pointed out by (Depledge, 2012) this internal organisation raises the issue of defining a 

coherent national position on Arctic issues, since the interests of the different organs 

responsible for the Arctic often conflict with each other. In its written evidence submitted to 

the British parliament by the Foreign and Commonwealth office's Polar Regions Uni,, 

Depledge (2014) argues that the issue is that the “PRD, as the UK's ‘Arctic Face', is often 

unfairly assumed to exercise full responsibility for the development and delivery of UK Arctic 

policy while the work of other departments“, thereby creating a “disjuncture between what 

happens in practice and the presentation of British policy in the Arctic as the British policy 

toward the Arctic“ (Ibid.).

Before 2022, the UK government already declares a “strong interest in maintaining peace“ in 

the Arctic (House of Commons Defence Committee 2018: 3), and the “challenges“ (Ibid.) 

raised by Russia's strong position in the region. Concerns are already expressed with Russia's 

actions in Svalbard (Ibid.: 4), its “disregard“ for international law-respect is also mentioned 

and particularly its capacity to project power in the North Atlantic (Ibid.: 4-5), with its 

“submarine activity (that) has almost reached Cold War levels“ (Ibid.: 6). Russia is already 

explicitly framed as a “threat“ (Ibid.: 5,9) and considered the main security priority.

In its 2021 policy paper Global Britain in a Competitive Age: the Integrated Review of Security, 

Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, the UK's interests for the Arctic are clearly stated 

with “the UK is the nearest neighbour to the Arctic region“ (Ibid.: 79). Its objectives include, 

“maintaining the region as one of high cooperation and low tensions“, increased contribution 

to Arctic science and cooperation with its partners “to ensure that increasing access to the 

region and its resources is managed safely, sustainably and responsibly“ (Ibid). Furthermore, 

while the UK's 2021 security policy document Defence in a competitive age does not explicitly 
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mention the Arctic, its expressed concerns about climate change and defence clearly informs 

on its interests there. Climate change is considered a “threat multiplier“, that will (among the 

elements mentioned) lead to “instability“, “the competition for natural resources and conflict“ 

(UK Government 2021: 7). Indeed, the opening of the Northern Sea Route (NSR), a part of the 

Northeastern passage connecting the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans through the Arctic seas“ 

(Yermakov & Yermakova 2021: 1) passing along the coast of Russia's Exclusive Economic 

Zone (EEZ) is perceived by the UK as “pos(ing) significant geopolitical and security 

implications“ (UK Government 2021: 5.). As a consequence of climate change, the NSR is 

already ice-free at times and could constitute “an important shortcut between Europe and Asia“ 

(Ibid.) thus appearing as an “alternative to the overcrowded Suez Canal and the Malacca Strait“ 

(Sidhu, 2025) while reducing transportation costs (Foxall, 2017).

Moreover, the UK's is also concerned about Russia's investments and development of “deep 

sea capabilities which can threaten undersea cables as well as a torpedo capable of delivering 

a nuclear payload to coastal targets“ (UK Government 2021: 9). Indeed, Russia hosts most of 

its military capabilities in the Arctic including underwater nuclear submarines (Foxall 2017: 

12). Central to the UK's security interests in the Arctic is therefore Russia's direct access to 

the North Atlantic via the Greenland-Iceland-UK (GIUK) gap and its capacity to act militarily 

there. As explained by Mikkola et al. (2023), in case of a military conflict between Russia and 

NATO, the control of the GIUK Gap, as the only point of passage for Russia from the 

Norwegian Sea to the North Atlantic (Prášil 2024: 70) is of strategic importance for the UK 

and its NATO allies because it is where Russia would deploy “submarines and surface vessels 

[...] to conduct surveillance and disrupt transatlantic reinforcement routes“ (Mikkola et al., 
2023: 5).

In its Integrated Review Refresh 2023, the Arctic lies among the UK's “third geographic 

priority [as part of its] wider neighbourhood“ (Ibid: 25). It considers the Arctic as a space 

marked by growing competition “as the retreating ice opens up new shipping routes and access 

to natural resources“ (Ibid.) and as regional cooperation has been disrupted in the Arctic 

Council due to Russia's invasion of Ukraine, thereby suggesting that the 2023 UK's Arctic 

strategy will be marked by the same geopolitical discourse. Moreover, while referring to the 

Arctic, the UK reaffirms its commitment to NATO and the JEF, thereby suggesting a stronger 

emphasis on defence in its latest Arctic strategy.
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There should be a clear emphasis on defence matters and cooperation within the UK's Arctic 

policy documents already prior to 2022 - an expectation reinforced by the UK's substantial 

involvement in defence partnerships, alongside its commitment to NATO in the Arctic, and its 

security interests in the North Atlantic. Consequently, one would expect to see the UK would 

adopting a less ‘exceptionalist' discourse already prior to 2022, particularly as the UK already 

in 2018 expressed concerns regarding states' (especially Russia) misusing the AE doctrine in 

a House of Commons report, (“there is a risk that the perception of the Arctic as an area of 

exceptionalism (...) could be exploited by nations who have shown an increasing disregard for 

the rules-based international order elsewhere“ (Ibid: 4)).

Chapter 4. Methodology

This chapter explains the considered timeframe, discusses the main objectives and explains 

how the theory of critical geopolitics, the concepts of a securitizing move and AE are applied 

to this thesis. It presents and justifies the use of a mixed method approach including both 

quantitative and qualitative components, presents the material used for this study and the 

coding process and categories of the cod book resulting from it. Finally, it reflects on the 

limitations of this thesis.

4.1 Rationale

This thesis aims to identify the evolution of security priorities and threat perceptions for France, 

Germany and the UK in the Arctic before and after Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 

February 24, 2022. The choice of Russia's full-scale war on Ukraine as a comparative point 

for the analysis aligns with a period marked by renewed academic debates on AE's relevance, 

including the question on whether or not we should see a shift in states' security understanding 

in the Arctic. 2013 is considered a starting point for the analysis, as Germany and the United 

Kingdom published their first Arctic policy documents this year. Furthermore, 2013 also 

coincides with a period often referred to as the “globalisation” of the Arctic (Heininen & 

Finger, 2014: 1) in the 2010s - a decade during which the region started to receive more 

international attention, illustrated most notably by the admission of six new non-Arctic states 

observers during the Arctic Council's Ministerial Meeting in Kiruna in 2013. Before this day, 

the Council had comprised of only European and American members but now expanded also 

to the Asian countries China, India, Japan, the Republic of Korea and Singapore, who joined 

together with Italy (Stephen, 2024). Furthermore, the 2010s also saw the Northern Sea Road 

being opened to international marine traffic (Solski, 2020). The increased openness and 
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relevance of Arctic governance was best expressed in the words of US Secretary of State John 

Kerry during the Council meeting who said that “consequences of our nationals' decision don't 

stop at the 66th parallel“ (Myers, 2013). The analysis then covers the period until November 

2024, which is the month in which the most recent Arctic policy document of the countries' 

considered was released. Moreover, this endpoint is also chosen to avoid potential bias from 

including documents influenced by short-term political events (e.g. the start of Donald Trump's 

presidency and the uncertainty associated with it), thereby seeking to exclude rather reactive 

responses to such events, for which there is not yet sufficient hindsight but instead aiming to 

reflect long-term Arctic strategies.

The analysis aims to:

• identify the security interests and threat perceptions of France, Germany, and the UK 

in the Arctic before and after February 24, 2022,

• analyse trends and continuities in their Arctic security discourse after that date, in order 

to determine if there is a shift toward post-exceptionalist considerations).

As such, it enables to reflect on the significance of the Arctic for these countries' security.

In this thesis, the self-induced term ‘post-exceptionalism' is considered in opposition to 

‘exceptionalism' and therefore includes variables challenging the former notion. The latter is 

understood as a security narrative defined by Gj0rv and Hodgson (2019), composed of both 

adjectival and nominative forms of security. Categories ranging under ‘exceptionalism' are 

thus associated to the adjectival form of security (e.g. reflecting a state's security interest), 

whereas those grouped within ‘post-exceptionalism' are linked to a normative use of security 

(e.g. the sheer presence of a security threat). Extending the scope to McSweeney (1984) and 

Greaves and Pomerants' (2017) conceptualization of adjectival and nominative forms of 

security, the “'exceptionalist' sphere includes sub-categories such as soft security issues, peace 

and stability, cooperation, regional distinctiveness, whereas the ‘post-exceptionalist' field is 

linked to categories such as geopolitics, geoeconomics, global politics, military issues. The 

thesis therefore aims to identify both adjectival and nominative forms of security within 

France's, Germany's and the UK's Arctic policy and furthermore, by drawing on Wæver's 

(2011) securitisation theory, it seeks to examine possible securitizing moves (understood in 

this thesis as a synonym of nominative forms of security) after February 24, 2022.
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Critical geopolitics, by conceiving geographical narratives as politically motivated 

‘constructed realities' that frame the world in the interests of the narrator - hereby the three 

non-Arctic countries - then allows for the identification of these states' security interests. 

Practical geopolitics is used to analyse states' understanding(s) of Arctic exceptionalism, as it 

informs on how they conceive the Arctic space and inform their respective security interests. 

As explained by Kurecic (2016), the analysis of discourses in critical geopolitics enables to 

analyse the “language of the powerful and the context in which this language was spoken and/or 

written“ (p. 3). This thesis focuses on written language, analysing the discourse of these states 

in their Arctic policy documents.

4.2 Research design

The analysis involves coding security-related content from selected Arctic policy documents 

of France, Germany, and the UK, identifying and categorizing their most prevalent security 

motives and objectives in the region across the two time periods 2013 - February 24, 2022 and 

February 24, 2022 - November 2024. To execute the analysis, the study draws on a mixed 

method research design, defined by Schoonenboom & Johnson (2017) as the “combination of 

at least one qualitative and one quantitative research component“ (Ibid.: 108) characterized by 

a multiplicity of mixing possibilities (Ibid.: 111).

The quantitative component consists in counting the number of mentions for each code. Then, 

the frequency of the codes within each document is calculated and compiled in separate tables 

for Arctic policy documents published before and after February 24, 2022. These results allow 

the identification of the most prevalent security interests for each country during both time 

periods. The frequencies of the codes are then compared across both time periods in order to 

determine whether there is a shift of focus in the security discourse. Building on these results, 

a qualitative content analysis is undertaken to explore how these narratives construct security 

perceptions of the Arctic before and after February 24, 2022 and determine whether the overall 

discourse reflects an ‘exceptionalist' or ‘post-exceptionalist' vision of the region.

Both approaches complement each other and help to answer both aspects of the research 

question. On the one hand, the quantitative component makes it possible to identify the most 

prevalent security issues and to track changes and continuities in states' discourse before and 

after February 24, 2022. As explained by Nicmanis (2024: 5), “the use of occurrence 

frequencies“ helps to identify and interpret patterns within the data, enable meaningful 
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comparisons, and bring attention to any contradictory findings. Furthermore, it helps to ensure 

the “credibility of the data“ (Ibid.) by numerically confirming the researcher's claims. 

Complementing the quantitative part, the conduct of a qualitative content analysis allows for 

deeper analysis of the collected data by focusing on the meaning of the coded segments 

(Schreier, 2012). The relevance of employing a mixed-methods approach is also supported by 

Mason (2006), who emphasizes the need to “think creatively and multi-dimensionally about 

methods” (Ibid.: 12) in order to develop a strategy that best addresses the research question 
(Ibid.: 13).

Within qualitative content analysis, documents are analyzed as “content“, because they enable 

the researcher to infer the ‘how' and ‘why' of the social reality suggested in them (Miller & 

Alvarado, 2015). Mayring (2000) defines QCA as an “empirical, methodologically controlled 

analysis of texts, within their context of communication, following content analytical rules and 

step by step models without rash quantification“ (p. 3). As such, the method consists in 

continuously “reducing and describing textual data in order to identify meaningful patterns“ 

(Nicmanis 2024: 2), thereby enabling researchers to focus on selected material (Schreier 2012) 

and thus limiting the analysis to relevant aspects of the research question.

Based on a “purposive approach to sampling“ (Rai & Thapa 2015: 5), the primary data for this 

research consists of France, Germany, and the UK's published Arctic policy documents 

between the period 2013 and November 2024. These documents represent the official position 

of a country in the Arctic and are initially drafted for the Arctic states and the Arctic Council 

to convey a state's intentions in the region. By explicitly articulating state interests, these 

documents are best suited for the analysis.

The set of documents includes:

• French Government. (2016). The Arctic Grand Challenge: a National Roadmap for the 

Arctic;

• French Government (2022). Balancing the Extremes, France's Polar Strategy to 2030;

• German Government. (2018). Germany's Arctic Policy Guidelines. Assuming 

Responsibility, Creating Trust, Shaping the Future;

• German Government. (2024). Germany's Arctic Policy Guidelines. Germany and the 

Arctic in the context of the climate crisis and the Zeitenwende, Federal Foreign Office;
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• German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2013). Assume responsibility, seize 

opportunities, Federal Foreign Office;

• UK Government. (2013). Adapting To Change. UK policy towards the Arctic. Polar 

Regions Department.

• UK Government. (2018). Beyond the Ice. UK policy towards the Arctic. Polar Regions 

Department;
• UK Government. (2023). Looking North: The UK and the Arctic. The United 

Kingdom's Arctic Policy Framework, Polar Regions Department;

Additionally, the corpus includes the defence and security strategies of the three countries as 

well as additional documents informing on a state's Arctic interests within the timeframe 

considered (see also Chapter 4). While these documents are not used in the analysis, they aim 

to give context, reflecting on these countries' security priorities and thus helping to understand 

how the Arctic comes into play in their foreign policy.

Within the documents considered for the study, the identified ‘meaningfully patterns' are then 

translated into a structured coding frame. As explained by Hsieh and Shannon (2015: 1279), 

the researcher has to read all documents considered for this study in their entirety, highlighting 

the words of the texts in link with the research purpose. The process of coding is repeated 

several times including multiple revision stages to reduce and summarize the data (Schreier, 

2012). While engaging in reading, the researcher should note his impressions and reflections, 

which will constitute the basis for his(her) analysis. The identified segments are grouped into 

different ‘codes' , each representing a recurring idea found in the text. The researcher then tries 

to identify links between those codes in order to group them into ‘sub-categories', which can 

themselves be brought into a smaller number of ‘categories'. While this method is based on an 

‘inductive' approach, where themes are developed drawing on the data, Schreier (2012) reflects 

on the possibility to complement it with a ‘deductive' approach, where the coding process 

consists in testing the data based on prior theories (Chandra & Shang, 2017). The combination 

of both methods, defined as ‘abductive' by Krippendorf (2013), requires alternating between 

both methods and enables a more complete understanding of the research by developing a 

coding scheme that is both grounded in data and informed by existing theory, (Graneheim et 

al., 2017), thereby not limited by predefined frameworks and allowing to make new 

observations. This thesis therefore uses a deductive approach, based on the literature on Arctic 

35



exceptionalism, on geopolitics and critical geopolitics including categories included in both 

approaches.

The coding process focuses on ‘manifest content', defined as directly observable patterns of 

meanings. Nicmanis (2024) argues that this method does not only consist in describing the 

data, but requires a “degree of interpretation and for assumptions to be made in order to 

understand what is being said“ (Ibid.: 3), thereby taking into account the overall context (as 

elaborated upon in the background chapter). As explained by Kleinheksel et al. (2020), the 

qualitative approach to manifest content seeks to identify a construct or concept within the text, 

using specific words or phrases for substantiation“ (Ibid: 128). In this thesis, the construct lies 

in the way AE is framed within a state's Arctic policy document.

The coding process was carried out manually with the support of the qualitative data analysis 

software MaxQDA. The resulting codebook is structured around the following categories:

1. Institutional legitimacy: defined as the recognition of the cooperative and/or peaceful 

character of states' relations, and the special role played by regional cooperation mechanisms 

in maintaining this environment, including the Arctic Council (Kankaanpaa & Young 2012: 

1), the Barents Euro-Arctic Region and the EU Northern Dimension (0sterud & H0nneland 

2014: 159). References to the effectiveness of bilateral agreements are also considered (Ebinger 
& Zambetakis 2009: 1228ff.).

2. Advocacy for cooperation: defines a state's commitment to or calls for increased 

cooperation. It also includes the consideration of Arctic issues as a matter of shared interest, 

which, as explained by Lackenbauer and Dean (2020), is a belief setting conditions for AE by 

encouraging states to conceptualize the Arctic not merely through the lenses of their individual 

policies, but as a region marked by shared interests which therefore requires cooperation (p. 
328).

3. Advocacy for peace and stability: defined as the promotion of peaceful relations among 

states, and calls for maintaining a ‘low-tension' or stable regional environment or, for the 

withdrawal/reduction of military activity which has been directly associated to the idea of 

regional stability in the Arctic (0sterud & H0nneland 2014: 16). This includes the support to 

existing legal frameworks applying to the Arctic, such as the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) (Ebinger & Zambetakis 2009: 1231), the Polar Code, applicable 
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to vessel operations in Arctic waters (Young et al. 2010: 169), or any other agreements covering 

the Arctic.

4. Regional distinctiveness: applied to mentions portraying the Arctic as a distinct space 

insulated from international relations, due to its specific geography, climate and environmental 

(Exner-Pirot & Murray, 2017) and/or from political rivalries, (Young et al. 2010: 168).

5. Soft security issues: refer to ‘low-politics' interests, in that the emphasis on these issues 

enables to put aside military concerns, which is an essential component of exceptionalism 

(Young & Osherenko, 1989). The code was added deductively and is based on issues falling 

under the Arctic Council's mandate. These include scientific research, sustainable 

development, environmental protection, the preservation of Indigenous populations' interests 

in Arctic governance and emergency preparedness measures (Greaves et al., 2017: 34f.; Gj0rv 

& Hodgson, 2019: 2f.), such as search-and-rescue operations, border patrolling, submarine 

adaptation to thinning ice, and maritime monitoring (Ebinger & Zambetakis 2009: 1218).

6. Global politics: refers to the integration of the Arctic space into broader international 

relations. It should be understood in opposition to ‘regional distinctiveness' and is divided 

between three sub-codes:

• International/national interest: includes segments where the Arctic is framed as a region 

of strategic interest to the international community or the state under analysis.

• Subsystem of international relations: refers to portrayals of Arctic regional 

developments as interconnected with international relations. It draws on the idea of the 

Arctic's geographic proximity to other regions and the existence of blurred boundaries 

between the Arctic and the rest of the world (0sterud & H0nneland, 2014: 172).

• External tensions: includes references to external tensions or conflicts impacting the 

peaceful/cooperative aspect of states' relations in the Arctic.

The sub-category ‘global politics' has been developed based on the literature on AE, since as 

argued by Kaushal (2022), what first challenges AE is the region's increased globalisation. Its 

sub-codes have been defined inductively in order to better grasp which factors are responsible 

for a vision of a ‘global Arctic'. For instance, references to the code ‘international interest' may 

reflect a state's aspiration to increase its involvement in the region or to justify its legitimacy 

to act, without necessarily framing the Arctic as a space subject to global tensions.
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7. Geopolitics: is defined as linking power to a given geographical space (0sterud & 

H0nneland, 2014), hereby the Arctic. Drawing on the literature on classical geopolitics, it is 

divided between two codes:

• Interstate tensions: draws on classical geopolitical thought such as Halford Mackinder's 

idea of ‘great power rivalry' and Friedrich Ratzel and Rudolph Kjellen's theories 

linked to ‘power projection'.

• Language of power: refers to the use of a geopolitical discourse by the analysed state 

to project its power over the Arctic' geographical space.

Both codes have been created inductively. While the former focuses on how the Arctic and 

interstate relations are portrayed, the latter refers to how a the analysed state's Arctic policy 

document adopts a geopolitical discourse to advance this state national interests and assert its 

influence.

8. Geoeconomics: builds on Luttwak's (1990) and Lorot's (2009) definitions, e.g. the use of 

economic instruments (trade, finance, technology) to pursue geopolitical objectives and secure 

national commercial interests. This includes mentions related to interstate competition and 

power projection linked to the economic sphere, or references to economic opportunities linked 

to national objectives (e.g. safeguarding/enhancing national security/increase competitiveness)

9. Military/Defence issues: defined as encompassing hard security concerns, and thus 

understood in opposition to ‘soft security issues' including increased military capabilities and 

presence, defence-led initiatives or NATO's involvement in the region aimed at countering 

military threats.

The sub-categories (1), (2), (3), (4), (5) are associated with an exceptionalist view of the Arctic, 

whereas the sub-categories (6), (7), (8), (9) are part of a post-exceptionalist conception of the 

region. While the sub-categories ‘institutional legitimacy' and ‘regional distinctiveness', 

‘global politics' are used to identify whether a state's perception reflects a belief in 

‘exceptionalism' or ‘post-exceptionalism', the codes ‘advocacy for cooperation', ‘advocacy for 

peace and stability' indicate that the state seeks to promote an exceptionalist vision of the 

region. These sub-categories were created based on the definition of AE, i.e. a region marked 

by a spirit of peace and continued cooperation among space and impervious to international 

tensions (Branka, 2022). The sub-category ‘institutional legitimacy' was developed 

deductively. During the coding process, it was opted to distinguish between what appears to 
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reflect a state's perception of the region and what the state actively promotes, thereby 

recognizing that promotion does not necessarily imply a belief that such conditions currently 

exist. Regarding the sub-categories ‘advocacy for cooperation' and ‘advocacy for peace and 

stability', the term ‘advocacy' was introduced after several rounds of coding. Initially labelled 

‘cooperation' and ‘peace', these codes were refined to better align with the theory of critical 

geopolitics used for the analysis, highlighting a state's interest in promoting an ‘exceptionalist' 

discourse.

4.3 Limitations

Olmos-Vega et al. (2023) highlight the importance for a researcher to engage in reflexivity, 

defined as a process aimed at explaining the researcher's impact on the study, in order to allow 

a better replicability and “transferability“ of the findings (Ibid: 243).

First, the selection of the material, by focusing only on the Arctic policy documents of France, 

Germany and the UK does not necessarily fully take into all aspects of these countries' foreign 

policy approach towards the Arctic. Looking at the case of the UK, while the Polar Regions 

Department is responsible for drafting the country's Arctic policy documents, additional 

documents, such as the UK's defence contributions to the Arctic also reflect on the country's 

position. If one takes additional documents into account in the analysis, this will likely 

influence the results. Further research could include interviews of the different organs 

responsible for Arctic issues in the different countries considered.

Second, the definition of codes, albeit relying partly on the existing scholarship on AE, 

geopolitics and critical geopolitics, is subject to the writer's subjective interpretation, and 

therefore might differ depending on the person conducting the study. Further research using 

computer assisted coding to complement human coding could help limit potential mistakes 

during the analysis and provide additional insights.

The considered timeframe 2013 - November 2024 does not take into account countries' 

evolving perceptions and developments of the region after this date, therefore potentially 

putting aside some explanatory elements, such as the influence of US President Donald 

Trump's mandate on Arctic developments and countries' perceptions (provoking declarations 

threatening Denmark and Greenland's territorial sovereignty). The study has been limited to 

this timeframe given the uncertainty of Arctic developments and their rapid evolution. 

Moreover, the choice of Russia's war on Ukraine in February 2022 as a marking point for 
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comparing non-Arctic states' security perceptions in the region across time could create some 

bias in the analysis. A different marking point, such as Russia's 2014 war on Ukraine, the 

publication of China's Arctic policy in 2018 or US president Donald Trump's proposal to buy 

Greenland in 2019, could possibly lead to a different interpretation of the results. Furthermore, 

the fact that France's, Germany's and the UK's Arctic policy documents were published at 

different time periods (with a three years gap separating the publication of France's first Arctic 

document compared to Germany and the UK) coupled with a difference in the numbers of 

documents published (2 for France versus 3 for Germany and the UK) can potentially create a 

lack of mentions of certain security issues) also influenced the results.

Additionally, since the study remains focused on a state-centred-approach, focusing on a 

Western centred perspective, overlooks the multiplicity of actors taking part in Arctic 

governance, thereby playing a role in Arctic security. Further research could focus on the 

discourse of Arctic states, and non-states actors such as Arctic communities, NGOs, businesses 

or media in shaping Arctic exceptionalism understandings and discourse of the considered 

states.

Chapter 5. Analysis

5.1 France

Before 2022

Table 1.0 - Frequency per sub-category before/after February 2022

France Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Institutional 
legitimacy

9 0.061 4 0.021

Advocacy for 
cooperation

22 14.7 30 0.155
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Advocacy for 
peace and 
stability

4 0.027 10 0.052

Regional
distinctiveness

8 0.054 7 0.036

Soft security 
issues

40 0.270 60 0.309

Global politics 18 0.122 26 0.134

Geopolitics 15 0.101 38 0.196

Geoeconomics 24 0.162 11 0.057

Defence 10 6.7 8 0.041

Total 148 1 194 1

Table 1.1 - Frequency of the ‘global politics' codes

Global politics Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Sub-system of 
international 

relations

17 0.944 21 0.808
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External 
conflict

1 0.056 5 0.192

Total 18 1 26 1

Table 1.2 - Frequency of the ‘geopolitics' codes

Geopolitics Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Tensions 9 0.6 32 0.842

Power and 
sovereignty

6 0.4 6 0.158

Total 15 1 38 1

To be considered as a credible actor in the region, placing the focus on soft security issues is 

an imperative for a country's Arctic strategy, even if it is a non-Arctic State. Indeed, as 

explained by Skriba and Sapogova (2022), the Arctic environmental agenda has historically 

been and continues to be closely linked to the formation of Arctic identity, owing to the region's 

northern geography and to the importance of climate change issues there. As a result, even if 

“the Arctic is formally a region open to everyone“ (Skriba & Sapogova 2022: 103), the access 

to the region has increasingly become contingent not only on geographic proximity to the 

Arctic Circle, but also on a demonstrated willingness to invest in the region in accordance with 

the Arctic Council's objectives. Thus, the articulation of a strategy grounded in environmental 

concerns, the contribution to sustainable development (via research or commercial initiatives), 

the respect of Arctic populations' interests and the development of means aimed at ensuring 

safe navigability and protecting existing infrastructures are part of such considerations. The 

primary focus on soft security issues in the 2016 French Arctic policy document prior to 2022 

confirms this argument.
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France acknowledges the region's rising economic significance, with ‘geoeconomics concerns' 

representing the most frequent sub category (16.2%) before 2022. This can be explained by the 

context in which France's 2016 Roadmap was published. Back to the mid-2010s, the Arctic 

gained increased international interest due its economic potential in terms of resources 

extraction, tourism, investments opportunities and new possibilities of transport, thereby 

creating an increased interest from non-Arctic countries towards the Arctic. By acknowledging 

the Arctic as “a new economic and potential commercial zone“ (French government 2016: 

9,27), a “pioneering front in the exploitation of mineral and energy resources“ (Ibid.: 36) and 

a “future gateway between Asia and Europe“ (Ibid.), France presents the Arctic's economic 

potential as an “opportunity“ (Ibid.: 4,10,13,64) in which it seeks to take part in. These 

mentions does not however reflects a competitive behaviour. The French stated priority for 

“economic cooperation“ (Ibid.: 13) combined with its emphasis on the sub category ‘advocacy 

for cooperation' (ranked in third position with 14.2%) illustrates this argument. Nonetheless, 

it should be noted that economic considerations are linked to the country's security interest, 

with Arctic resources considered as vital for the French defence industry sector (Ibid.: 36). 

Furthermore, geopolitical considerations are already considered prior to 2022. The opening of 

new sea roads due to the ice melting is seen as raising “new questions of sovereignty“ (Ibid.: 

35) among Arctic coastal States, deemed to potentially threaten France's interests in the region. 

The country clearly states the “emergence of the Arctic [...] as a geopolitical space“ (Ibid.: 

11).

However, current results attest of an exceptional discourse prior to 2022. Indeed, among the 

10.1% of the coded mentions related to the sub category ‘geopolitics', 40% of them are 

associated to the code ‘language of power' (compared to none for Germany). By presenting 

itself as a “maritime power“ (Ibid.:4: 36: 61) or a “polar nation“ (Ibid.: 4), France's emphasis 

on ‘geopolitics' can thus be partly explained by the adoption of a geopolitical posture towards 

the region, in link with French national interests rather than reflecting a vision dominated by 

interstate tensions considerations. The same logic operates for the sub category ‘global 

politics', where the mentions (12,2 % overall) mainly serve to justify France's greater 

involvement in the region, using geographic proximity, as expressed in “the Arctic's 

connection with the North Atlantic“, (French government, 2016: 61: 63) “lying on France's 

western facade“ (Ibid.: 4). Furthermore, the mention of ‘external tensions' is used to promote 

an exceptional discourse. Indeed, Russia's annexation of Crimea and intervention in Eastern 

Ukraine“ (Ibid.: 57) is used to show France's desire to “maintain the Arctic area as a stable 
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region“ (Ibid.) rather than presented as a threat. Therefore, the geopolitical dimension of 

France's Arctic discourse before 2022 has to be nuanced, and thus cannot be considered as part 

of a post-exceptional discourse.

Coupled to this, while 6.1% of the mentions are related to ‘defence' before 2022, these do not 

attest to a perception of the region marked by such questions. Although France recognizes that 

“any threat to the stability and security of the Arctic space“ (Ibid: 26) could threaten its 

interests, it does not conceive it as being illustrative of current developments. This argument is 

further reflected in France's stated affirmation that its interests are not primarily driven by 

“military and defence issues“ (Ibid.:36). Instead, defence issues are framed as part of France's 

obligation as a member of the transatlantic alliance (Ibid.:62), thus rather justifying the 

country's legitimate interests in the Arctic and its commitment to its Arctic partners and the 

protection of the region rather than reflecting hard security concerns. The weak emphasis on 

mentions related to ‘advocacy for peace and stability' (2.7%) before 2022 confirms this point, 

as because the current regional architecture is not seen in hard security terms, there is little 

incentive for France to call for peace or stability. Coupled to this, the fact that the sub categories 

‘institutional legitimacy' and ‘regional' distinctiveness' account for respectively 6.1% and 

5.4% of the coded segments shows that France's perception of the Arctic remains embedded 

within an exceptional discourse.

While there is one mention of external conflicts on Arctic policy developments, related to 

“Russia's annexation of Crimea and intervention in Eastern Ukraine“ (p.57), it is used to show 

France's desire to “maintain the Arctic area as a stable region“ (Ibid.) and continue to engage 

in cooperation, thereby confirming such discourse. Yet exceptionalism is considered dependent 

of Arctic states' relations with Russia in the region, as expressed in “through regional 

cooperation bodies and bilateral cooperation programs involving Russia, the Arctic has 

gradually established itself as an area of cooperation between the eight countries directly 

concerned“ (Ibid.: 35), thus already suggesting that such perception could easily change in case 

of change, depending on the evolution of Russia‘s posture in the region. Indeed, France already 

recognises the country's “strategic posture in the region“ (Ibid.: 11).

After February 24, 2022
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After 2022, the sharp decrease in mentions related to ‘geoeconomic concerns' by 10.5 

percentage points, the increase of references to ‘geopolitics' and ‘advocacy for peace and 

stability' by respectively 9.5 and 2.5 percentage points, coupled to the increase of 83.6 

percentage points for the code ‘tensions' (table 1.2) as part of the sub category ‘geopolitics'- 

show that France's interest vis-à-vis the region is not driven by geoeconomic considerations 

anymore but increasingly marked by concerns on its potential for conflict. The decreased 

frequencies of the sub categories ‘institutional legitimacy' and ‘regional distinctiveness 

respectively 4 and 1.8 percentage points confirm this argument. Coupled to this, the fact that 

most of the references to the Arctic ‘regional distinctiveness' are framed in the past (4 out of 6 

mentions) shows France's progressive alignment with a post-exceptional discourse. 

Additionally, references to the region's distinct characteristics are mostly framed in the past, 

including statements such as “the supposed eternity of their presence“ (Ibid.: 11), “inaccessible, 

immaculate and unexploitable these are now under the threat of being overused, militarized, 

weakened and overexploited“ (Ibid.), thereby confirming a change of perception vis-à-vis the 

Arctic, e.g. one that accepts the region as an important part of global politics, rather that one 

being driven by a romanticized narrative of a closed and far away land, characteristic of the 

exceptional discourse. Moreover, although mentions to ‘advocacy for cooperation' remain after 

2022, France's securitising turn is clearly able in its approach to cooperation. Indeed, while 

before 2022, France insisted on the cooperative nature of Arctic institutions, pointing out the 

“tradition of cooperation in the polar environment“, there is no such mention after February 

2022, aside from a reference to the successful implementation of one regional cooperative 

agreement (Ibid.: 80). When explicitly referring to cooperation, the focus is put on France's 

bilateral relationships, such as its cooperation with Germany deemed as being “quite 

exemplary' (Ibid.: 84), rather than acknowledging a climate of international cooperation, as in 

its Arctic policy document prior to 2022. In line with this argument, the increased presence of 

other non-Arctic states is presented as a threat, such as China characterised as a “snow dragon“ 

(Ibid.:79) and deemed as able to harm France's economic interests due to its status as a “leading 

foreign investor and the leading customer of the Arctic countries“ (Ibid.).

Coupled to this, while results point towards the decrease of such sub category, the remaining 

mentions reflect a more security-oriented approach than before 2022. France's geopolitical 

discourse is embedded in geoeconomic concerns, such as the “freeing up and navigability of 

the Arctic maritime routes“ (Ibid., 81) and the possibility to “securing of resources“ (Ibid.), 

both being “likely to transform the geopolitical status of the ocean and make the Arctic a an 
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arena of greater or lesser tensions“ (Ibid.). However, the decreased frequency of references 

related to ‘defence' by 2 percentage points suggests that while the possibility for conflict is 

acknowledged, it is not regarded as an imminent threat, but rather as a hypothetical risk 

warranting awareness. Indeed, although France recognises the Arctic's increased militarisation 

(Ibid.:39), it is not linked to France's national security interests, in contrast to its position prior 

to 2022, where such mention is made (French government, 2016: 12). Instead, the emphasis is 

put on soft security issues, as showcased by a rise of around 4 percentage points in mentions. 

This can be explained by France's decision to frame its 2022 strategy as one encompassing 

both the Arctic and the Antarctic, reflecting an understanding of the poles as being 

interconnected, and thus in need of an integrated approach, thereby perhaps requiring a 

discourse applicable to both regions.

Finally, within the French 2022 Arctic strategy, there is a clear change in France's discourse 

towards Russia, provoked by its war on Ukraine. On the one hand, the French posture 

acknowledges “the new situation created by [such conflict] and the international reactions it 

has provoked, therefore [forcing a reconsideration of the Arctic as a] potential zone of 

international confrontation“ (Ibid.: 74). Even though back in 2016, France already mentioned 

“Russia's strategic posture in the region“ (French government, 2016: 35), its 2022 Arctic 

strategy explicitly refers to Russia as a “threat“ (Ibid.: 32). The tone employed has also become 

more confrontational, as expressed in “Russia will have to demonstrate a spirit of concord that 

has eluded it to date“ (French government, 2022: 79). On the other hand, while an evident 

distrust towards Russia is recognized, what primarily challenges exceptionalism is the Arctic's 

geopolitical nature. Its geographic location, located between the American and Eurasian 

continents as well as its connection with the Atlantic and Pacific oceans“ (Ibid.: 81) makes the 

region de facto strategic for France and thereby subject to tensions. Climate change 

consequences, such as the “freeing up and navigability of the Arctic maritime routes“ (Ibid.) 

and the possibility to “securing of resources“ (Ibid.), are deemed to be “likely to transform the 

geopolitical status of the ocean and make the Arctic a an arena of greater or lesser tensions“ 

(Ibid.). In contrast to before 2022, where competition was framed as a risk rather than an 

observable reality within France's Arctic policy document, it is now considered as an integral 

part of Arctic developments.

To conclude, although the growing geopolitical and geoeconomic importance of the Arctic are 

acknowledged, France's discourse towards the Arctic remains embedded within an 
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exceptionalist logic prior to February 24, 2022. After this date, France's discourse is turning 

towards a post-exceptionalism perception of the Arctic, driven by geopolitical considerations. 

These are directly linked to climate change consequences, where the opening of the Arctic 

ocean is seen as increasing the potential for interstate competition.

5.2 Germany

Before February 24, 2022

Table 2.0 - Frequency per sub-category before/after February 2022

Germany Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Institutional 
legitimacy

7 0.031 3 0.017

Advocacy for 
cooperation

17 0.076 10 0.055

Advocacy for 
peace and 
stability

21 0.093 18 0.099

Regional 
distinctiveness

9 0.04 6 0.033

Soft security 
issues

103 0.458 57 0.315

Global politics 14 0.062 20 0.110
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Geopolitics 13 0.058 25 0.138

Geoeconomics 32 0.142 14 0.077

Defence 9 0.04 28 0.155

Total 225 1 181 1

Table 2.1 - Frequency of the ‘global politics' codes

Global politics Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Sub-system of 
international 

relations

13 0.929 9 0.45

External 
tensions

1 0.071 11 0.55

Total 14 1 20 1

Table 2.2 - Frequency of the ‘geopolitics' codes

Geopolitics Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Tensions 13 1 25 1
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Power and 
sovereignty

0 0 0 0

Total 13 1 25 1

Just like in the case of France, references to ‘soft security issues' rank first in the analysed 

Germany's Arctic policy documents, representing 46% of all coded segments. This emphasis 

can be explained for similar reasons as France. These are also followed by mentions of 

geoeconomic concerns (14.2%) before 2022. Next to these sub categories are the ones linked 

to ‘advocacy for peace and stability' (9.4%), ‘advocacy for cooperation' (7.6%), ‘global 

politics' (5.9%), and ‘geopolitics' (5.8%). References to ‘regional distinctiveness' (4%) and 

‘institutional legitimacy' (3.1%) range last.

In the sub-category ‘geopolitics', all mentions are related to ‘tensions', hinting towards a 

discourse already marked by security concerns. Like for France, Germany's geopolitical 

discourse is linked to the risk raised by climate change consequences, including “accidents and 

environmental disasters [seen as] “increasing the potential for crisis in the region“ (German 

government 2018: 13) or the opening of new sea roads and the potential for conflict created by 

Arctic countries' overlapping interests (German government 2013: 12). Moreover, the fact that 

‘geoeconomics' and ‘advocacy for peace and stability' count among the most coded sub 

categories show that Germany's security discourse is primarily linked to geoeconomic 

concerns. Like France, Arctic resources are directly linked to the country's security, with raw 

materials (Ibid.: 20) contributing to Germany's energy supply. The tone adopted is however 

more assertive, as expressed in “The Arctic economic potential should be exploited“ (German 

government 2018: 3) or “The Federal Government actively backs the opening of new shipping 

routes in the Arctic“ (German government 2013: 10). Furthermore, Germany considers these 

new economic opportunities as possible triggers for “non-cooperative behaviour in view of 

overlapping interests“ (German government 2018: 13), thereby already reflecting a vision 

marked by interstate competition.

The respect to existing legal frameworks is an important component of Germany's Arctic 

security discourse, as expressed by the high percentages in mentions related to ‘advocacy for 

peace and stability' (14.2%). Concerns not only lie on the deemed too weak international legal 
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framework, such as UNCLOS due to the limitation of its regulations scope (Ibid.: 14), but also 

relates to external tensions, including “multilateral standards and norms, codes of conduct and 

conflict resolution mechanisms are increasingly being called into question worldwide (which) 

are putting international cooperation in the Arctic region under strain“ (German government 

2018: 13). Such an emphasis already suggests prior to 2022 that a non-respect of these norms 

in the Arctic and outside the region by one of the actors involved, could lead to a change in 

Germany's Arctic discourse. Furthermore, in regard to ‘military issues', Germany already 

raises concerns about the increasing militarisation of the Arctic, “which could lead to arm race“ 

(Ibid.), and therefore “advocates for more intensive involvement in the security policy 

implications of the Arctic of the EU and NATO“ (Ibid.: 14). Its approach remains nonetheless 

preventive rather than aimed at countering a direct military threat. Similar to France, references 

to ‘military issues' serve to show Germany's commitment to NATO and its Arctic partners, 

rather than reflecting immediate security concerns.

After February 24, 2022

In contrast, the results display a clear securitising move in Germany's discourse towards the 

Arctic in the post-February 2022 timeline, showcased most prominently through the 14.5 

percentage points decrease in soft security issues. While they still remain at the top of 

Germany's agenda in the Arctic, their decrease illustrates the change of focus towards more 

hard security concerns. The increase in references to ‘geopolitics' and ‘defence' by 8 and 11.5 

percentage points, respectively, confirms this argument.

When unravelling the statements behind the frequencies, results show that in contrast to France 

after 2022, Germany follows the consideration that Russia's invasion of Ukraine and its hostile 

stance in the international arena can be deemed as the origin of the disruption of Arctic 

exceptionalism. This is expressed in its 2024 Arctic policy document by the statement: “The 

principle of Arctic exceptionalism propounded in the past [.] is being challenged by Russia“ 

(German Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2024: 4). The fact that Russia's war on Ukraine is the 

first element mentioned in its strategy, even before soft security issues, shows the importance 

of the conflict in shaping the country's perception of the Arctic. The formulation “there can be 

no business as usual with Russia in the Arctic Council for as long as it wages its war on 

Ukraine“ (Ibid.: 23) clearly shows the impact of external events in Arctic policy making. The 

increased frequency by almost 50 percentage points of the sub category ‘external tensions' after 

2022 confirm this argument. Moreover, Germany's change of discourse is clearly visible in its 
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approach to defence. Although before 2022 military issues were considered (4%), these were 

only framed as a risk for future developments, rather as a priority asking for immediate 

response and as directly threatening Germany's national security. Military considerations - so 

as statements advocating for peace and stability - were primarily related to geoeconomic 

concerns, e.g. with Arctic countries' overlapping sovereignty claims risking to affect 

Germany's economic interests in the region (German government 2018: 23).

After 2022, Germany's discourse to the Arctic is directly linked to its national security strategy 

(Ibid.: 15). Moreover, while before 2022 Germany shows a clear refusal in increasing 

militarisation in the region, as expressed in “The Federal Government advocates the retention 

of a clearly defensive character of any military measures“ (German government 2018: 14), 

such approach contrasts with its post-February 2022 discourse which calls for a strengthening 

of NATO's capabilities in the region, as stated in “the presence of military units and the conduct 

of military exercises, either within the NATO framework or on the part of individual allies, are 

or relevance“ (German government 2024: 16). Such discourse clearly aligns with the country's 

foreign policy turn, the so-called Zeitenwende, with defence and security concerns taking 

precedence over economic considerations in the country's external policy, thereby marking a 

rupture with Germany's approach since the end of WW2 (See chapter 4). The fact that 

geoeconomic motives were the second most coded segment before 2022 and their decrease by 

6.6 percentage points confirm this argument. In this context, as part of an effort to take on a 

more active role in international affairs, Germany's discourse after 2022 in the Arctic has taken 

on a more defensive tone, as expressed in the statement “the Federal Government must react 

to new security challenges“ (Ibid.: 15).

In line with the securitized turn taken by Germany is the country's shifting perception of the 

region in terms of balance of power, divided between NATO on the one side, and Russia and 

China on the other, clearly aligning with a geopolitical discourse. As expressed in its 2024 

strategy, Germany “is also observing the challenges which have emerged as a result of China's 

greater engagement and the closer collaboration between Russia and China in the region“ 

(Ibid.: 6). In comparison, prior to 2022 Germany made no mention of China's threatening role 

in the region, even when China released its own Arctic strategy in 2018, proclaiming itself as 

a near Arctic State (The State Council of the People's Republic of China, 2018), and already 

pursued a close cooperation with Russia following the 2014 sanctions pronounced against 

Russia after its invasion of Eastern Ukraine and annexation of Crimea. Both countries had 
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already engaged in common economic projects, focused on the development of the Northern 

Sea Route (NSR) and China's Polar Silk Road, via China's investments such as in the liquefied 

natural gas platform Yamal LNG since 2016 in the Russian Arctic (Mered, 2019). 

Characteristic of Germany's Arctic discourse after 2022 is thus that regional actors are not 

considered as de facto partners but as potential rivalries, capable of disturbing the status quo in 

the Arctic. Indeed, by claiming its readiness to cooperate with “like-minded partners“ (Ibid.: 

7), Germany shows that cooperation has become conditional, and is perceived as no longer 

constituting the primary foundation for involvement in Arctic affairs, as expressed in 

“Germany is open to continuing cooperation with Russia as soon as the right conditions for this 

are in place again“ (Ibid.: 38). The decreased frequency of statements coded under ‘advocacy 

to cooperate' by 2.1 percentage points confirms this argument.

In sum, while before 2022, Germany's Arctic discourse is dominated by soft security issues, 

the respect of legal frameworks and the risk of economic competition created by climate change 

consequences, without any direct threat posed to the country's security, its post 2022 discourse 

clearly takes a securitized turn, with Russia's invasion of Ukraine deemed as the catalyst for 

such renewed perception.

5.3 The UK

Table 3.0 - Frequency per sub-category before/after February 2022

UK Before February
2022

Frequency After February 
2022

Frequency

Institutional 
legitimacy

7 0.04 7 0.036

Cooperation 27 0.15 48 0.245

Peace and 
stability

9 0.05 18 0.092
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Regional 
distinctiveness

7 0.04 1 0.005

Soft security 
issues

88 0.50 64 0.327

Global politics 13 0.07 16 0.082

Geopolitics 2 0.011 13 0.066

Geoeconomics 18 0.10 8 0.041

Defence 4 0.02 21 0.107

Total 175 1 196 1

Table 3.1 Frequency of the ‘global politics' codes

Global politics Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Sub-system of 
international 

relations

13 1 11 0.688

External 
conflict

0 0 8 0.5

Total 13 1 16 1
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Table 3.2 Frequency of the ‘geopolitics' codes

Geopolitics Before 2022 Frequency After 2022 Frequency

Tensions 2 1 13 1

Language of 
power

0 0 0 0

Total 2 1 13 1

Similar to both France and Germany, the UK's interests in the region are mainly driven by 

environmental and geoeconomic concerns before 2022, with ‘soft security issues' and 

‘geoeconomics' accounting for respectively 50% and 10% (in second position) of the total sub­

categories. This can be explained by the same above-mentioned reason advanced than for 

France (e.g. the timeframe where its documents were published marked by growing 

international interest) confirmed by references to the sub category ‘global politics' (7%) before 

2022 which are linked to both of these issues.

The UK's discourse is largely embedded within an exceptionalist logic. First, the UK regards 

the Arctic as a “business investment“ (UK government 2018: 4) opportunity, but does not 

regard the Arctic's economic potential as a risk for tensions, compared to France and Germany. 

Moreover, by considering “commercial projects as a matter for individual companies and the 

relevant Arctic State“ (Ibid.: 15), geoeconomic concerns are not linked to the UK's security 

interest, but rather framed as part of an observable development, reflecting a passive role 

towards the region. Similarly, very little emphasis is put on military issues, which only accounts 

for 2.3%, thereby representing the lowest percentage among the three countries. These are 

mentioned four times in 2013 and not at all in 2018. The UK's commitment to “work towards 

an Arctic which is safe and secure“ (reiterated three times in its 2013 document), offers only a 

vague definition of security. The next part of the sentence “well governed in conjunction with 

indigenous peoples and in line with international law“ (Ibid.) suggests that before 2022, the 
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UK's security discourse is largely oriented towards the respect to legal frameworks, but is not 

driven by any military threats - an argument further illustrated by the majority of references to 

‘advocacy to peace and stability' pertaining to UNCLOS regulations. While the UK commits 

to engage in defence cooperation (p. 20), such posture is solely preventive, and not aimed at 

countering any direct threat, similar to Germany and France. The quantitative results confirm 

this argument, with the sub categories related to respectively ‘defence', ‘geopolitics' 

accounting for 2% and 1% of the considered segments.

Coupled to this, by recognizing the role played by the peaceful, stable and cooperative nature 

of the Arctic Council (UK government 2018: 7) and the “functioning of existing international 

regimes“ (Ibid. 2013: 20) in the Arctic as well as the region as an area “geopolitically insulated“ 

(Ibid.: 8) and geographically distant from the rest of the world, the UK's discourse aligns with 

an exceptional view of the Arctic before 2022, as confirmed with the mentions related to the 

sub categories ‘institutional legitimacy' and ‘regional distinctiveness' representing together 8% 

of the coded segments. Moreover, ‘advocacy cooperation' is the second most coded mention, 

with 15.4% of the mentions, further illustrating the UK's exceptionalist discourse.

After February 24, 2022

After 2022, just like Germany, there is a clear shift in the UK's Arctic discourse, as showcased 

in the decreased frequency of soft security issues by 17.3 percentage points and the increase in 

mentions related to ‘geopolitics', ‘security and defence' and ‘advocacy for peace and stability' 

by respectively 5.5, 10.5 and 4.2 percentage points. The change of posture is clearly stated in 

its last Arctic strategy, highlighting its readiness to take “a more robust position on security 

and defence“ (Ibid.: 12). Furthermore, compared to before 2022, the UK's defence interests in 

the region are made explicit after 2022, such as the protection of its underwater “Critical 

National Infrastructure“ (Ibid.: 11,35) and ensuring the freedom of navigation in the North 

Atlantic (Ibid.: 35) and the development of military capabilities in the GIUK Gap (Ibid.: 15) 

and the increased involvement of NATO in the region (Ibid.: 20). Coupled to this the possibility 

of direct conflict in the Arctic is clearly acknowledged, as expressed in “the UK is prepared to 

defend our Arctic allies and respond to aggression if the need arises“ (Ibid.:35). If before 

February 24, 2022 the UK's posture was passive, it has become clearly defensive after this 

date.
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Moreover, while the UK continues to recognize after February 2022 the role played by regional 

institutions such as the Arctic Council in promoting cooperation and good relations between 

States (Ibid.: 10,12) - also showcased in the stable frequency of mentions related to 

‘institutional legitimacy' after 2022 - most of these references are framed in the past. Indeed 

the Arctic is framed as a low-tension region “historically“ (Ibid.: 11) rather than reflecting a 

current reality .

This shift is especially visible in the UK's approach to cooperation. While before 2022 this 

involved the eight Arctic countries (UK Government 2018: 7 & UK Government 2013: 

15,20,30,33) and any other actors seeking to collaborate with the UK (UK Government 2023: 

30) there is no such mention after 2022. The UK expresses a commitment to preserve the region 

as an arena of cooperation, but one that solely involves its “partners and Allies“ (Ibid.: 

8,13,20,26,36), thereby offering a limited vision of cooperation. The influence of Russia's war 

on Ukraine in the UK's vision of cooperation is clearly reflected in “Russia's invasion of 

Ukraine on 24 February 2022 fundamentally undermined the peaceful cooperation that had 

characterised the Arctic Council since its inception“ (Ibid.: 9). In this context, while results 

show an increase in references related to ‘advocacy to cooperation' by 9.5 percentage points, 

the focus on cooperation appears to rely much more on the need to strengthen collaboration 

with regional partners to address the challenges posed by Russia's absence in Arctic affairs, 

rather than reflecting an exceptionalist logic.

Additionally, while before 2022 the region's link to international relations was only explained 

due to “global processes, whether they are climatic, environmental, social, legal or economic“ 

(Ibid.: 11) and not due to security issues, the latter is fully embedded in the UK's understanding 

of Arctic significance in global politics after 2022. In line with this argument is the statement 

“the opening of the Arctic also raises the potential for defence and security concerns not just 

emanating from the region itself, but spreading into it from state competition and conflict 

elsewhere around the globe, including from Russia's invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022“ 

(Ibid.: 34). Added to this, the UK's stated interests in the region are more direct after 2022. 

Indeed, while before this period, the UK consideration of the Arctic was framed as part of a 

global environmental and economic interest for the region, it is state-centred after 2022, driven 

by national security concerns. As such, it is more direct in expressing the country's interests, 

as written in “we are not an Arctic State, but as the nearest neighbour to the region, the Arctic 

is critical to UK interests“ (UK government 2023: 8) or “the Arctic matters to the United 
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Kingdom's interests“ (Ibid.). Similarly, the tone of the discourse becomes alarming, with 

NATO's expansion in the region presented as vital for the “collective security of Europe“ (p. 

18). These examples, by linking directly the UK's security to the Arctic region (with no such 

link was before 2022) attest to a clear securitization of the UK's Arctic discourse after February

2022 in the region.

Eventually, results show that Russia's war on Ukraine is responsible for the securitization of 

UK Arctic discourse. While geoeconomic considerations are not absent from the UK's 

concerns, these are directly linked to hard security issues linked to current developments in the 

international security architecture. The UK's discourse thus clearly points towards a post­

exceptionalism perception of the region. This shift is clearly stated by the country itself in its

2023 Arctic strategy, affirming that “the era of Arctic exceptionalism may be ending“ (Ibid.: 
35).

Chapter 6. Conclusion

This thesis has focused on France, Germany's and the UK's security discourse in the Arctic 

within the timeframe 2013 to November 2024. By looking at a possible securitising turn in 

these countries' approach towards the Arctic, it sought to identify whether the Arctic is gaining 

increased importance for these countries' security and under which form, in a context where 

the idea of Arctic exceptionalism - the peaceful and continued cooperation among spaces in 

the Arctic and its imperviousness to international tensions - is increasingly put into question 

since Russia's full-scale war on Ukraine. By conceiving Arctic exceptionalism as a security 

narrative reflecting states' interests, the study aimed to analyse the degree of exceptionalism 

displayed within France's, Germany's and the UK's Arctic policy documents before and after 

February 24, 2022 in order to identify states' security interests and track possible shifts in threat 

perceptions, pointing towards a ‘post-exceptionalist' logic (e.g. a set of variables challenging 

exceptionalism), thereby reflecting the Arctic's increased relevance for these states' national 

security. Drawing on the theory of critical geopolitics, the analysis has sought to unravel the 

meaning given to AE by explaining how the way the Arctic space is framed (as exceptional or 

post exceptional) informs us on states' motivations in the region.

It can be concluded that prior to 2022, while France's and Germany's discourse already 

includes some post-exceptional considerations, for the UK exceptionalism largely dominates, 

marked by a quasi-absent consideration to the Arctic's geopolitical, geoeconomic and military 
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issues for its national security. The ice melting resulting in an increased access to the Arctic 

ocean and to new possibilities for resources extraction are considered for both France and 

Germany as leading to interstate competition, thereby challenging AE. While France sees it as 

a possibility, Germany already conceives it as part of current developments before 2022. 

However, these are not framed as a security threat. The mention of military issues only serve 

to show the countries' commitment to their Arctic partners.

After February 24, 2022, all three states take a securitising turn in the realm of Arctic security, 

albeit for different reasons and to different degrees. While Russia's war on Ukraine is 

considered the main factor challenging exceptionalism for the UK and Germany, for France 

the war is considered as an element adding to an already tense situation. Instead, it is the 

increased geopolitical significance of the Arctic due to climate change that triggers the shift to 

post-exceptionalism. France's post-2022 discourse can thus be seen as the strengthening its 

pre-2022 security considerations. However, common to all three countries is the promotion of 

a limited vision of cooperation, including their partners against ‘threatening others' (whether it 

is Russia or China), thereby confirming the turn to a post-exceptional logic. What confirms the 

analysis is the shift created by Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine for European security 

understanding and the threat it has raised for the continent has naturally forced the adoption of 

a discourse taking greater consideration of Arctic's security developments.

First, it is striking that the UK's discourse is much more marked by exceptionalism than France 

and Germany, although it conducts the most extensive work on Arctic issues, dedicates a 

specific defence budget to the region and already expresses strong military interest for the 

Arctic its foreign policy discourse prior to 2022. One possible reason for this lies in the 

fragmentation of responsibilities among various national actors involved in Arctic matters. This 

includes the UK's different national ministries, the House of the Lords committees (especially 

regarding defence and environment), which informs and submits proposal to the government, 

and the Polar Regions Department, responsible for drafting Arctic policy documents. This 

diversity of actors risks to present overlapping interests, rendering more difficult the definition 

of a national position. This could explain the UK's more cautious approach towards the Arctic 

and the little emphasis given to hard security concerns prior to 2022.

Second, France takes the weakest securitising turn, with military issues taking even less space 

than before 2022 in the country's discourse. France's decision to consider both developments 

in the Arctic and the Antarctic together and its long-standing reputation in the realm of 
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environment and research in the polar regions have likely influenced its security approach in 

the Arctic, putting the emphasis on low politics. What remains clear is that the increased 

globalisation of the Arctic as a consequence of climate change will continue to strengthen 

France's post-exceptionalist logic. The contrast of France' Arctic discourse with Emmanuel 

Macron's promotion of a European strategic autonomy, including increased investment in 

defence and military capabilities is striking, however. What should be pointed out is the 

timeframe during which the three countries' Arctic policy documents were published. 

Germany's stronger focus on military issues, compared to France can also be explained by the 

timeframe during which the strategy was published. At the time of its Arctic strategy in 

November 2024, Finland and Sweden had already integrated NATO. The scope of the 

transatlantic alliance has thus expanded to the Arctic, thereby prompting a reassessment in how 

the region is approached in terms of security and compelling Germany to do so due to its 

obligations as a NATO member. In comparison, France's Arctic strategy was published in 

April 2022, at the time where Finland and Sweden adhesion to NATO were only starting to be 

seriously discussed, and where the focus was primarily oriented toward addressing the 

immediate challenges posed by the war in Ukraine (financial and military support) rather than 

adopting a long-term strategic perspective to counter Russia's expansionist ambitions. Given 

the uncertainty raised by Trump's administration prompting European countries to put greater 

emphasis on their defence and France's ‘Europe de la defence' doctrine, will likely influence 

the French posture in the Arctic, towards an increase focus on military issues. France's recent 

publication of a defence strategy dedicated to the Arctic in July 2025 clearly confirms this 

possibility.

Moreover, given that Germany's and the UK's perception of exceptionalism is primarily 

understood in relation to Russia, the state of increased tensions in the Baltic, North Atlantic 

and the Arctic seas caused by Russia's continued hybrid attacks, will most probably reinforce 

their post-exceptionalist perceptions. The UK's adoption of a defence budget in 2022 devoted 

uniquely to the Arctic already shows how important the region has become for the country's 

national security. Looking at Germany, its 2024 Arctic strategy clearly reflects the continuation 

of the country's Zeitenwende discourse, marked by a clear desire to underline its break-up with 

Russia and place defence at the heart of its security strategy above economic considerations.

Whether or not this shift will become a long-term tendency depends on the country's ability to 

follow all tenets of its Zeitenwende discourse. So far, recent political decisions under 
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Chancellor Friedrich Merz, such as the willingness to take on new debt (breaking with 

Germany's traditional commitment to fiscal restraint), and increased funds dedicated to 

defence If this signals a definitive end to Arctic exceptionalism remains to be seen, but the 

analysis suggests that its continued existence is highly uncertain.

Further research could extend the analysis towards how Arctic countries' actions and 

discourses influence non-Arctic countries AE's discourse. For instance, the posture taken on 

by the US in the Arctic, including back in 2019 the speech held by the Secretary of State Mike 

Pompeo regarding the threat posed by Russian militarisation and Chinese investment in the 

Arctic, describing the Arctic as an arena of global power and competition, or more recently, 

Donald Trumps' second call to purchase Greenland 2024, threatening this time of military 

annexation, could likely be factors influencing countries' AE discourse. Moreover, the role of 

institutional factors (e.g. looking at how Arctic issues are dealt with on a non-Arctic state 

territory and how this might influence the outcome of a non-Arctic state policy approach) could 

also be analysed. Finally, since this research takes on a state-centred approach, including the 

role played by non-state actors, particularly the role of Indigenous communities, civil society 

actors engaged in the fight against climate change or businesses in shaping Arctic security 

understandings would be particularly relevant, since these actors play an important role in the 

definition of Arctic governance.
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Chapter 7. Appendix

7.1 Dataset

• French government (2016). The Great Challenge of the Arctic. National Roadmap for 
the Arctic, 1-68 [Ministère des affaires étrangères et du développement international 
(2016). Le grand défi de l'Arctique. Feuille de route nationale sur l'Arctique, 1-68].

• French government (2022). Balancing the Extremes, France's Polar Strategy to 2030, 
1-112 [Gouvernement français (2022). Equilibrer les extrêmes. Stratégie polaire de la 
France à l'horizon 2030, 1-112].

• German Government. (2018). Germany's Arctic Policy Guidelines. Assuming 
Responsibility, Creating Trust, Shaping the Future, 1-25.

• German Government. (2024). Germany's Arctic Policy Guidelines. Germany and the 
Arctic in the context of the climate crisis and the Zeitenwende, Federal Foreign Office, 
1-48.

• German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2013). Assume responsibility, seize 
opportunities, Federal Foreign Office, 1-20.

• UK Government. (2013). Adapting To Change. UK policy towards the Arctic. Polar 
Regions Department, 1-31.

• UK Government. (2018). Beyond the Ice. UK policy towards the Arctic. Polar Regions 
Department, 1-35.

• UK Government. (2023). Looking North: The UK and the Arctic. The United 
Kingdom's Arctic Policy Framework, Polar Regions Department, 1-48.

7.2 Codebook

Category Definition Example
(1) Institutional legitimacy Coded when a segment 

includes the recognition of 
the cooperative and peaceful 
character of states' relations, 
and the good functioning of 
regional cooperation 
mechanisms in maintaining 
this environment, including 
the Arctic Council 
(Kankaanpaa & Young, 
2012:1), the Barents Euro­
Arctic Region and the EU

“We remain committed to 
the Arctic Council through 
our role as a State Observer, 
recognizing that the Council 
has been the preeminent 
intergovernmental forum 
promoting cooperation in the 
Arctic.“ (UK government, 
2023:10)

“The polar regions are 
privileged areas for
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Northern Dimension 
(0sterud & H0nneland, 
2014: 159), UNCLOS or 
other bilateral agreements 
covering the region

international scientific
collaboration.“ (French
government, 2016: 19)

(2) Advocacy for 
cooperation

Coded when a state commits 
to or calls for increased 
cooperation or when it 
frames issues in the Arctic 
as being a matter of shared 
interest.

“It commits the United 
Kingdom to work with 
international partners (UK 
government”, 2013: 5)

(3) Advocacy for peace and 
stability

Coded when a State 
advocates for the peaceful 
nature of inter-state 
relations, for maintaining a 
low-tension/stable region 
and/or supports the 
reduction of military 
activity.

“the region must be one that 
is peaceful, stable“ (UK 
government, 2013: 13)

(4) Regional distinctiveness Coded when mentions 
portray the Arctic as a 
distinct space, insulated 
from international relations, 
due to its geographical 
distance, particular climatic 
or environmental 
characteristics (Exner-Pirot 
& Murray, 2017) and/or 
from political rivalries. 
(Young et al., 2010:16)

“the specific nature of the 
Arctic“ (German 
government, 2013: 18).

(5) Soft security issues Coded when there is 
mention of low politics' 
issues, covered within the 
Arctic Council : scientific 
research, sustainable 
development, environmental 
protection, the preservation 
of Indigenous populations' 
interests in Arctic 
governance and emergency 
preparedness measures 
(Greaves et al., 2017:34-35 
& Gj0rv & Hodgson, 2019:

“Great care must be taken to 
ensure navigational safety“ 
(UK government, 2013: 25)

“The Federal Government is 
committed to strengthening 
the rights of indigenous 
peoples to freedom, good 
health and self-determination 
in their homeland, and 
respects the desire for 
economic development of all 
Arctic
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2-3), such as search-and- 
rescue operations, border 
patrolling, submarine 
adaptation to thinning ice, 
and maritime monitoring 
(Ebinger & Zambetakis, 
2009:1218)

communities“(German 
government, 2024: 7)

“This strategy emphasizes 
the need for a virtuous 
approach to preserving both 
the marine and terrestrial 
environment“ (French
government, 2022:79)

(6) Global politics Includes mentions linking 
the Arctic to international 
relations.

(6.1) International/national 
interest

Coded when the Arctic is 
framed as a region of 
strategic interest to the 
international community or 
the state under analysis.

“The importance of the 
Arctic to Germany has 
continued to grow during the 
last few years“ (German 
government, 2024: 11)

(6.2) The Arctic as a sub­
system of international 
relations

Refers to portrayals of 
Arctic regional 
developments as 
interconnected with 
international relations. It 
draws on the idea of the 
Arctic's geographic 
proximity to other regions 
and the existence of blurred 
boundaries between the 
Arctic and the rest of the 
world (0sterud & 
H0nneland, 2014: 172).

The Arctic can no longer be 
regarded as an isolated 
region“ (German 
government, 2024: 11).

The Arctic has proved, time 
and again, to be one of the 
most dynamic and 
influential regions of the 
world“ (UK government 
2013: ii)

(6.3) External tensions
Coded when tensions outside 
the Arctic are depicted as 
affecting the peaceful or 
cooperative aspect of states' 
relations in the Arctic.

Along with the Euro-Arctic 
Council, the Northern 
Dimension is one of the few 
Euro-Russian cooperation 
formats that are still active 
in the context of the 
restrictive measures decided 
by the European Union vis- 
à-vis Russia after the 
annexation of Crimea and 
the Russian intervention in 
eastern Ukraine“ (French 
government 2016: 57)
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(7) Geopolitics Includes mentions 
describing the Arctic as 
embedded within power 
relations.

(7.1) Tensions Coded when references to 
the region as a contested 
area or subject to power 
projection, indication of a 
decline/erosion of 
cooperative norms, when 
research is framed as a tool 
to serve strategic objectives, 
e.g. to have greater influence 
vis a vis other actors in the 
region/to ensure strategic 
access to the region.

The region is therefore 
increasingly becoming an 
arena of geopolitical 
tensions.“ (German 
government 2024: 11)

(7.2) Language of power Coded when the state whose 
strategy is being analysed 
refers to the use of a 
geopolitical discourse to 
project its power over the 
Arctic' geographical space.

France affirmed itself during 
the last three centuries as a 
polar nation.“ (French 
government, 2016: 4)

(8) Geoeconomics Coded when states' relations 
are described as competitive 
in the context of Arctic 
economic opportunities / 
when references to 
economic opportunities are 
linked to the pursuit of 
national strategic objectives 
(e.g. safeguarding/enhancing 
national economic security).

“The High North and Arctic 
will potentially play a major 
role in meeting our energy 
demands in the years to 
come, and the potential for 
more accessible navigation 
routes may offer economic 
opportunities for UK trade 
in the future-“ (UK 
government, 2023: 3)

(9) Military issues Coded when a state 
explicitly supports the 
reinforcement of defence 
capabilities/mentions 
security and defence 
issues/role of NATO in the 
Arctic against 
potential/existing military 
threats; when research is 
linked to defence related 
objectives, e.g. surveillance

“Russia already expanded its 
military presence and its 
activities in the Arctic 
before its war of aggression 
against Ukraine and is 
taking an increasingly 
aggressive stand vis-à-vis 
the Arctic“ (German 
government, 2024: 15)
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capabilities for ensuring 
readiness against military 
threats).
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