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The Arctic as an Arena 
for Strategic Competition
Rivalry with Traditional and Irregular 
Levers of Power on NATO’s Northern Flank

Njord Wegge, PhD

Abstract: This article investigates to what degree and through which fields and 
mechanisms strategic competition today plays out in the Arctic as well as how 
these questions align with international relations (IR) theory. Using rationalist 
approaches to the study of IR and the DIME model (diplomatic, informa-
tional, military, and economic) to structure the empirical investigation, this 
article finds that the strategic competition matches perspectives found in real-
ism as well as liberalism. The article points out how states develop strategies to 
maximize security, wealth, power, and prosperity at the cost of others, while at 
the same time also identifies empirical evidence supporting liberal perspectives 
that stresses how unintended consequences of competition can be harnessed 
through institutions and international law. The competitive environment ex-
perienced in today’s Arctic increasingly reflects an international society char-
acterized by zero-sum thinking and a dynamic where the constraining role of 
institutions has diminished.
Keywords: strategic competition; Arctic; international relations theory; diplo-
matic, informational, military and economic model; DIME 

International relations are today characterized by what has been labelled 
strategic competition. While the great powers are the key players in this 
competition, it also affects the smaller states and other actors on the interna-
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tional stage. The competition can be viewed as taking place in an international 
environment where the United States has a less dominant position than it held 
during the first decades after the end of the Cold War. This is an international 
arena increasingly characterized by multipolarity, even though the United States 
and gradually also China stand out as the most powerful actors. In this inter-
national climate, the importance of relative gains between states—at the cost of 
absolute gains—appears to have increased. This more competitive international 
environment is also reflected in the Arctic, a region of increased strategic im-
portance. 

This article investigates how strategic competition between Russia, China, 
and the West plays out in this northernmost part of the world, a region that 
geographically binds the European, Asian, and North American landmasses to-
gether, but which nevertheless stands out as being more politically divided than 
has been the case in some time.

When seeking to improve our understanding of how interstate competition 
plays out in the Arctic—and the consequences this rivalry has for the demo-
cratic states in this polar region—this article investigates the following research 
questions: 
	 1.	 To what degree and through which fields and mechanisms does strate-

gic competition today play out in the Arctic? 
	 2.	 Given enhanced strategic competition in the Arctic—also involving 

nonmilitary levers of power—how does this competition correspond 
with theories on security, conflict, and competition from existing re-
search within the field of international relations? 

To address these questions, this article starts out by connecting the notion 
of strategic competition to international relations (IR) theory. Based on some 
general assumptions found in IR theory, a conceptual discussion on strategic 
competition will be put forward. Building on this conceptual outline, an empir-
ical assessment of today’s interstate competitive environment in the Arctic will 
be conducted. The article then displays how IR theory can provide an analytical 
framework improving understanding of how strategic competition today plays 
out in the northernmost region of the world. In conclusion, the article makes 
some reflections on how the Arctic NATO states should respond to the new 
challenges in the gray zone between peace and war in the north. 

With respect to the delimitations of the region under scrutiny, this article 
applies the most common political characterization of the Arctic, which is de-
fined as the area to the north of the Arctic Circle. This is the region north of 
the 66° 33’parallel north, where the sun never sets during the longest day of the 
summer, and similarly, never rises during the shortest day during winter, when 
observed at sea level.
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Analytical Framework 
The Idea of Competition in International Relations 
Viewing the international system as an arena where competition between states 
prevails has a long tradition in the study of international relations (IR). With the 
two main rationalist approaches to IR—realism and liberalism—competition 
is assumed to be a basic feature of interstate interaction. These are approaches 
that, with some individual differences, assume that states develop more or less 
rational strategies to maximize goods such as security, power, wealth, and pros-
perity. This dynamic plays out in an interstate environment often described 
as an international anarchy.1 However, while no supreme international “world 
government” exists, this anarchy is not equal to chaos but is rather structured by 
the states’ power capabilities and self-interests, as well as norms, international 
regimes, and laws. 

Nevertheless, the two theoretical traditions that can be put under the um-
brella of rationalist approaches—realism and liberalism—make quite different 
assumptions regarding the degree to which, and how, states can avoid or man-
age the risk of war. Differences are visible in issues such as in the view of the 
potential for states to learn to over time (e.g., to solve common problems) or 
the degree to which economic interdependence might lead utility-seeking state 
actors to solve conflicts by means other than war.2 

The analytical roots of realism are often traced back to the Greek historian 
Thucydides and his assessment of the underlying causes of the Peloponnesian 
War (431–404 BCE).3 As Thucydides in his account of the conflict tries to go 
beyond the apparent clashes of interest between Athens and Sparta, he points 
to the “real reasons” for the conflict, namely the fear of the opposite state’s 
growing power relative to one’s own.4 During the twentieth century, realism 
gradually became the dominant theory of IR, reflecting the analytical fallout 
of the breakdown of the League of Nations, the lead-up to and devastation of 
World War II, as well as the tense security climate during the Cold War. Since 
becoming one of the key approaches to the study of international relations, the 
realist tradition’s focus on military security has been paramount. 

Liberal approaches, conversely, often trace their roots to the European En-
lightenment and philosophers like Imanuel Kant or John Locke, displaying faith 
in human reason and potential for human progress.5 With liberal approaches, 
the potential of learning to cooperate, for example, by creating institutions, 
norms, and laws, combined with creating systems where self-interested behav-
ior can be harnessed, stands out as a key belief.6 In this view, competition does 
not by default lead states to go to war, as features such as economic interdepen-
dence might be mechanisms tying states together, moderating the security risks 
following the international anarchy.
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When viewing rationalism as diverse while still united in its ontology and 
epistemology, one can point out how realists see a world where states care most 
about their gains relative to other states. Conversely, liberal scholars see a dy-
namic in international relations where states care most about their absolute 
gains, tolerating outcomes where other states win more.7 

This article uses a rationalist understanding of international relations, an 
understanding of the international system informed both by realism and liber-
alism. This approach allows for a nuanced picture when seeking to understand 
strategic competition, war, and peace. 

Strategic Competition 
Strategic competition is a term prominent in descriptions of the dynamics in 
today’s international relations. However, the term is not always accurately de-
fined in a precise fashion. When seeking to define the twin concept, strategic 
competition, a logical start is to address the first part of the term—strategic. This 
notion essentially refers to the level at which the competition takes place. In this 
respect, the strategic level can on the one side be characterized as an elevated, 
if not the highest, level of command, which also includes the political realm. 
This is the level where national planning and decision-making are done to reach 
what can be considered the most important combined national interest. The 
notion hence relates to the overall control of the course of military or political 
events within a state.8 

The second part of the term—competition—refers to a race or rivalry for 
gain. This is a term that, when pertaining to relationships between states in the 
international system, most often relates to what can be characterized as a con-
testing relationship other than war, but where the characteristics and intentions 
of the race nevertheless can take different forms along a conflict continuum. 
In the Competition Continuum (Joint Doctrine Note 1-19), competition is de-
scribed as “a fundamental aspect of international relations. As states and non-
state actors seek to protect and advance their own interests, they continually 
compete for diplomatic, economic, and strategic advantage.”9 Such a view of 
competition reflects a rationalist view of interstate relations as given by realist 
and liberal approaches to IR: “the competition continuum describes a world of 
enduring competition conducted through a mixture of cooperation, competi-
tion below armed conflict, and armed conflict.”10

When fusing the two terms strategic and competition, the U.S. Joint Chiefs 
of Staff define the combined concept as follows: “Strategic competition is a 
persistent and long-term struggle that occurs between two or more adversaries 
seeking to pursue incompatible interests without necessarily engaging in armed 
conflict with each other.”11 The concept document, Joint Concept for Competing, 
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of 10 February 2023, also specifies that strategic competition, as defined above, 
should not include “normal and peaceful competition among allies, strategic 
partners and other international actors who are not potentially hostile.”12

While the Joint Chiefs of Staff in their outline of the concepts are “adversary 
agnostic,” specifically stating that adversaries competing with the United States 
do not need to be great powers, there is little doubt that primarily China, but 
also Russia, are put forward as the most prominent strategic competitors.13 This 
is also an understanding found in the previous U.S. National Security Strategy 
(NSS), but with one key linguistic difference, in that the strategic competition 
was instead labelled a long-term rivalry between powers on the global stage.14

This article applies the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s understanding of strategic 
competition when referring to this type of competition in the Arctic, where the 
phenomena implies the pursuit of incompatible interests among adversaries, 
hence not including “normal and peaceful competition among allies.”15

As strategic competition can play out in the military as well as in the non-
military domains, this article addresses the phenomena in a comprehensive way, 
including both capability development in the armed forces as well as competi-
tion within aspects of civil society. 

Empirical Investigation: 
Strategic Competition in the Arctic
In President Joseph R. Biden’s 2022 National Security Strategy, as well as the 
National Defense Strategy (NDS), Russia is stated to pose an “acute threat” to 
its European neighbors as well as to the U.S. homeland.16 China, on the other 
hand, is characterized as a “pacing challenge”:17

Russia and the PRC pose different challenges. Russia poses an 
immediate threat to the free and open international system, 
recklessly flouting the basic laws of the international order to-
day, as its brutal war of aggression against Ukraine has shown. 
The PRC, by contrast, is the only competitor with both the 
intent to reshape the international order and, increasingly, the 
economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to 
advance that objective.18 

The statement from the NSS pertains to the global security landscape char-
acterizing international relations during the twenty-first century, reflecting Rus-
sia’s full-scale war on Ukraine and China’s increasingly global ambitions. This 
more competitive and grave security situation is today also found in the Arctic, 
a region that for a long period has been characterized by low tension. 

When seeking to assess the fields in which the assumed strategic competi-
tion plays out today in the Arctic, the DIME model (diplomatic, informational, 
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military and economic) stands out as a relevant model structuring the investiga-
tion.19 The DIME spectrum can hence help to identify different sides and facets 
of the ongoing competition, including irregular instruments of power, giving a 
holistic approach to the investigation.20 

Diplomatic
The Arctic has, since the end of the Cold War, been known to security scholars 
and politicians as a region of rather low tension.21 This situation has prevailed in 
spite of the region’s strategic importance and the fact that it is home to some of 
the most capable military forces globally (e.g., Russia’s military complex on the 
Kola Peninsula), which directly borders the NATO country Norway.22 

The “high north—low tension” slogan has been a reflection of this diplo-
matic situation, where intergovernmental forums and cooperative bodies such 
as the Arctic Council, the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC), and the Arctic 
Coast Guard Forum (ACGF) have promoted contact, cooperation, and dia-
logue across borders.23 This situation has made the Arctic a region where di-
plomacy and cross-border contact have progressed, a dynamic not unlike the 
liberalist interpretations of international relations, where the binding effects of 
institutionalized cooperation is emphasized.24 In addition, as issues of military 
security have been specifically excluded in the funding document of the Arctic 
Council, this high-level intergovernmental forum has thrived as a body where 
East–West dialogue on issues such as science cooperation, work on sustainabil-
ity in the Arctic, or initiatives ensuring the well-being of indigenous peoples 
have flourished.25

With Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, the diplomatic tone quick-
ly shifted, reducing international cooperation in the region. With the change, 
rivalry and strategic competition quickly gained the upper hand.26 Following 
the 2022 Ukraine invasion, the development continued with a near-full freeze 
of circumpolar Arctic diplomacy between Russia and the seven other Arctic 
states.27 Neither the Arctic Council, BEAC, nor the ACGF currently function 
as a consequence of the full-scale war on Ukraine. As the notion of Arctic excep-
tionalism has been debunked, descriptions of the political order in the Arctic 
can be interpreted to have become more in line with the realist understanding 
of international relations.28 This is a situation where relative gains are becoming 
more important, where the balance of power creates an international structure 
that put limits to state actions, and where most sectors of governmental, as well 
as commercial, activities are interpreted to have a competitive security element. 

Following the breakdown in circumpolar diplomacy, we can now see stra-
tegic competition through two competitive blocs in the Arctic. These blocs are 
led by the United States on the one side, and by a weakened Russia—increas-
ingly dependent on China—on the other side. The western Arctic states have 
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also deepened their security cooperation, not the least illustrated by Sweden 
and Finland joining NATO. With the two Nordic states joining the military 
defense alliance, institutionalized security and defense cooperation in the high 
north has been strengthened, representing a key diplomatic tool in the security 
competition playing out in the Arctic.29 With the second Donald J. Trump 
administration taking office in early 2025, one can observe new tensions with-
in the western bloc, particularly related to the diplomacy on how to end the 
Ukraine war and restated demands for Europe to increasingly be responsible for 
its own security. 

While the western and eastern blocs stand out as clear competitors, it 
should be noted that the Trump administration’s mixed messages on territorial 
ambitions, versus some of its old NATO allies—Denmark and Canada—have 
shaken the western bloc.30 The Russian-Sino bloc should also be described as 
unbalanced in their Arctic cooperation. While Russia and China are united in 
an anti-Western, authoritarian vision of governance, its internal dynamic can be 
interpreted as stressed, reflecting geographic absolutes, where China is depen-
dent on Russia with respect to reliable access to the Arctic and natural resources 
from the region, while Russia is increasingly dependent on China’s monetary 
and industrial capacity and strength.31

There are also strong indications of Russia currently exploring how to de-
velop new alliances in the Arctic, seeking to include new non-Western states, 
carrying the logistical burden in new partnerships in its northern diplomacy. 
Russia has as an example reached out to all the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, and South Africa, plus five new members) in its adjusted Arctic 
diplomacy.32 These efforts suggest competitive attempts to dam up and chal-
lenge Western dominance over Arctic governance, political agenda setting, and 
research activities in the region.33 

Russia’s attempt to establish an Arctic science center at Svalbard, inviting 
states such as China, Brazil, India, Turkey, and Thailand is also illustrative.34 
Another example of the change in which Russia is redefining its role as a bal-
ancing, anti-Western Arctic power, is the newly agreed memorandum of under-
standing with China on coast guard cooperation in the Arctic.35 Held together, 
the political order of the Arctic continues to be complex, displaying features 
relevant to both realism and liberalism, where a search for relative gains might 
characterize the competitive behavior between the two blocs, while the intra-
bloc dynamic rather might reflect the search for absolute rewards. 

Informational 
The information domain has emerged as a key arena of competition between 
hostile actors during the twenty-first century. Research has documented that 
false news tends to spread faster than authentic news, making this tool of influ-
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ence attractive.36 The challenging situation experienced in the global informa-
tion domain is reinforced by the low cost of making and distributing false or 
manipulative news, compared to most other instruments of power.37 This situ-
ation has in many cases made false, misleading, and manipulative information 
the preferred tool for hostile actors seeking to reach relative gains over an oppo-
nent. Not surprisingly, the cost efficiency of using information has been iden-
tified as a key instrument of power in what has been labeled hybrid warfare.38

There are several areas where hostile influence activities in the Arctic have 
been identified. It is, particularly, Russian proxy actors that have been active 
in this regard, spreading directly false narratives, while other news reports or 
campaigns tend to exploit existing tension or potential conflicts, aiming to 
amplify distrust and division. Examples of the former include the following 
fictional story concerning the Svalbard archipelago, where the narrative of a 
“secret agreement allowing the United States to build a military facility with a 
biological laboratory at Bear Island” was spread through pro-Kremlin outlets 
and put forward by authoritative individuals in the Russian science communi-
ty.39 Examples of the latter includes more subtle approaches, for example, where 
various false claims related to issues such as the Norwegian governance of Sval-
bard and breach of the Svalbard Treaty, or the use of “memory policy,” where 
the combined Norwegian–Russian fight against the Nazis during World War II 
has been used, as the basis for spreading pro-Kremlin agendas.40,

Other illustrative examples of influence campaigns in the Arctic include 
the situation in Greenland. As Denmark has ruled the indigenous population 
of the island for centuries, issues of racism, marginalization, and colonialism 
has sowed division between Nuuk and Copenhagen. So too have conflicts con-
cerning what has been perceived as the lack of legitimate representation by the 
indigenous people in decision-making related to Greenland’s foreign relations.41 
In this situation, foreign states have been identified as actors seeking to exploit 
and sow division between Copenhagen and Nuuk.42 

Owing to the increased great power rivalry in the Arctic and 
North Atlantic regions, the Faroe Islands and Greenland may 
become the targets of Russian or Chinese influence activities. 
Therefore, PET [Danish Security Police] assesses that Russia 
and China may be interested in information that could be 
used for influence activities such as potential internal disagree-
ments within the Danish Realm and the positions of the Faroe 
Islands and Greenland as regards military matters and sanc-
tions against Russia.43

Hostile influence can be a powerful tool in strategic competition and can 
represent a subtle lever of power, quite different from more direct military capa-
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bility tools and economic strength, which are typically addressed in rationalist 
IR theory. Nevertheless, information and control of narratives can create the 
basis for public opinion, indirectly affecting the willingness to compete. When 
seeking common features characterizing hostile influence activities, the tenden-
cy to exploit potential existing internal divisions in Arctic states is a recurring 
pattern. 

China has also been identified as seeking to influence narratives and pro-
moting its interest in the Arctic at the cost of the other Arctic states.44 The focus 
has often centered on establishing the idea that China is a crucial stakeholder 
in the Arctic as a “near-Arctic” state.45 In the Department of Defense’s 2024 
Arctic Strategy, this tendency is pointed out and acknowledged as a means for 
influence at the relative cost of other states: “Although the vast majority of the 
Arctic is under the jurisdiction of sovereign states, the PRC seeks to promote 
the Arctic region as a ‘global commons’ in order to shift Arctic governance in its 
favor.”46 According to Danish intelligence, China is also recognized, alongside 
Russia, as an actor that seeks to exploit vulnerabilities pertaining to the Arctic 
in Western societies.47 

Military 
While the Arctic was an important military theater during the Cold War, this 
situation gradually ended with the breakdown of the Soviet Union. However, 
in 2007, and particularly since the Russian war on Ukraine (2014 and 2022), 
the Arctic has been revitalized as a military–strategic theater.48 Russia has today 
reestablished itself as a capable great power throughout the Arctic, where it has 
refurbished and built significant new military infrastructures such as the Nagur-
skoye Air Base on Franz Josef Land, establishing the “most developed regional 
military presence of all the Arctic Nations.”49 

The Russian focus on improving their military capabilities in the Arctic 
can be interpreted as an attempt to dominate the Arctic militarily. Western 
NATO states, particularly represented by the United States, the United King-
dom, the Netherlands, in addition to the Nordic states, have sought to counter 
this situation, building its own cold weather capable forces able to conduct 
complex operations in the region.50 In this ongoing competitive response, the 
emphasis has been on interoperability and power projection capabilities, where 
acquiring appropriate material to conduct and win high-intensity multidomain 
operations in the North Atlantic and the European Arctic theater, against a 
symmetric, peer, or near-peer competitor has been important.51 This is an effort 
running parallel to conceptual and doctrinal initiatives pertaining to competi-
tive high-intensity operations in the cold weather scenarios.52 

In addition, one should point out how the United States and Canada in-
creasingly have acknowledged the need to improve vigilance and situational 
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awareness in their own backyard, “cautioning that the United States and Can-
ada have lost their long-standing military advantages in the Arctic to Russia.”53 
As a result, the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) with 
its North Warning System has been modernized, where upgrades of early warn-
ing and antimissile capabilities designed for a peer-competitor situation has 
been conducted.54 Similarly, U.S. Northern Command recently increased its 
focus on the defense of the North American Arctic, including the Canadian 
archipelago and the Arctic Ocean.55  

Examples of strategic competition and balancing behavior can also be ob-
served in the Arctic seas and oceans. The U.S. Navy, with their NATO allies, 
have started conducting “freedom of navigation operations” in the Barents Sea 
region, close to Russia.56 The operational sailing pattern resembles the tense 
period of the Cold War. An illustrative example is that the two U.S. aircraft car-
riers, USS Harry S Truman (CVN 75) and USS Gerald R Ford (CVN 78), have 
in the last few years ventured far north into the Norwegian Sea, not different 
from operational patterns of the 1980s.57 In addition, the most “conspicuous 
display of posturing” in the Arctic is probably represented by the increased 
flight of U.S. Bomber Task Force groups into the Barents Sea, close to the Kola 
Peninsula and its military installations.58 The new patterns of air operations also 
illustrate the U.S. imperative to have access to the region for reasons of global 
power projection, an issue that has also been pointed out by the U.S. Air Force 
and academics.59

During the last decade, Russia has also sent a large number of bomber 
planes on flights along NATO countries’ coastlines. Russia has also started us-
ing “Notice to Airmen” warnings more frequently, conducting live-fire drills by 
air and naval assets, close to Norwegian waters.60 This is a type of competitive 
behavior that should be interpreted as signaling discontent with NATO and 
the Western powers in the region.61 While the Russian military activities overall 
have been centered on operations such as force posturing or signaling, it has 
also involved incidents of mapping of critical infrastructure and potential use of 
violent means.62 In this respect, the damage of railway lines on the Ofoten line 
between Kiruna and Narvik, represent a case where intended sabotage is likely.63 
The cutting of the cable to northern Norway’s Evenes Air Station, hosting Nor-
way’s Boeing P-8 Poseidon maritime surveillance planes, and being the north-
ernmost location of Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning IIs in Europe, represents 
another case where the police explicitly have stated that intended sabotage is 
likely to have taken place.64 

Great power competition also plays out under the sea in the Arctic, where 
in particular “seabed warfare ha[s] become a hot-button issue concerning grey 
zone operations and sub-threshold warfare against critical underwater infra-
structure (CUI), notably from Russia and China.”65 Well-known examples 
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where hostile intention has not been ruled out include cutting of communica-
tion cables to Svalbard in 2022, the damage of Baltic-connector gas pipeline in 
2023, the Newnew Polar Bear damaging pipelines in the Baltic Sea in 2024, and 
the suspected sabotage of a telecoms cable in the Baltic Sea in February 2025.66 
Research has also, in parallel, documented how Russia built the capacity to 
target undersea infrastructure.67 The development has caused NATO states to 
set up a hub to secure critical undersea infrastructure both in the Arctic and the 
Baltic Sea.68 

The increased risk of sabotage in the Arctic is the result of strengthened 
irregular military capabilities that complements the conventional force buildup 
and is also in line with a greater trend across Europe. Today, there is evidence 
of Russia plotting “violent acts of sabotage across the continent as it commits 
to a course of permanent conflict with the west.”69 This is a view also expressed 
in a recent official threat assessment from Oslo, bluntly warning “there is an 
increased likelihood that Russian intelligence services will try to carry out sabo-
tage operations in Norway in 2025.”70 

While less is known about long-term Chinese military ambitions in the 
Arctic region, new concern has surfaced. The increased civilian Chinese activi-
ties, and the potential for dual use infrastructure development that could be a 
part of irregular capability build up, has in this respect been pointed out.71 The 
civilian Chinese activities at Svalbard has specifically been noted.72 

Economic
The economic potential of the Arctic region has long been a core element when 
media portray states’ jockeying for position in the Arctic.73 This pertains not 
least to the economic potential that might follow future sailing routes across 
the Arctic Ocean, the Northern Sea Route, or the Northwest Passage, but also 
to economic interests related to natural resources that might become more ac-
cessible as the sea ice retreats. However, while the region is known to hold sig-
nificant natural resources such as oil, gas, minerals, and natural resources, there 
are extended legal regimes regulating both ownership and economic activities, 
primarily in favor of the Arctic coastal states.74 

From the perspective of strategic competition, there is an increased tenden-
cy to see China as a challenger to this established political order in the Arctic: 
“In the Arctic, the United States sees China as a potentially destabilizing force, 
with the economic and military power to try to bend the established order to its 
liking.”75 There are also indications of China actively using its growing econom-
ic might to gain influence in the Arctic: “China actively uses the fields of eco-
nomics, research and technology to further promote its interests and advance its 
foothold in the Arctic. . . . Chinese officials have repeatedly stated China’s ob-
jective of becoming a polar power and a maritime power in the coming years.”76 
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However, while China has showed significant interest in investing in industry 
and infrastructure in places like Greenland and Iceland, there are indications 
of a pendulum swing, with heightened skepticism given the geopolitical risk 
involved has become more clear in the West.77

Russia’s economic policy in the Arctic has also gradually become more as-
sertive.78 With this perspective, Russia’s extensive legal claims in the regulation 
of the NSR stand out, including warnings of using force against vessels that 
do not abide by Russian rules.79 While Russia’s legal approach to the status of 
the NSR is controversial, Moscow has to a greater extent been recognized to 
have followed the legal procedures of the United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea, with respect to its documentation of the extended continental 
shelf in the central Arctic Ocean, hence giving a composite footprint in its legal 
approach to the Arctic.80 The Russian approach to strategic competition in the 
Arctic can in this respect be interpreted to contain elements familiar to both 
realism—particularly with respect to control and dominance of its close Arctic 
waters—with Moscow’s reasoning in its approach to the control of continental 
shelves beyond 200 nautical miles more in accordance with the logic put for-
ward by liberalism.  

Strategic Competition in Today’s Arctic 
Following the less tense decades after the end of the Cold War, great power ri-
valry and strategic competition have returned to global politics. While the shift 
might stand out as surprising to some scholars, the change could also be seen as 
a return to normalcy in the international system, a state of affairs much in line 
with a realist perspective on the role of power in international affairs.81

There are today clear indications of strategic competition in the Arctic. 
This competition is increasingly being played out between two more or less 
clearly defined blocs: A group of Western democratic states led by the United 
States, a fact continuing to be the case despite more intrabloc turbulence under 
the second Trump administration, and a group of more authoritarian states 
led by Russia. The western North Atlantic states constitute a large, more or 
less continuous, regional group of states, stretching from the Arctic Ocean to 
the North Sea and North America. In contrast, the Russian-led authoritarian- 
oriented bloc has many fewer regional partners. Moscow has instead resorted 
to a strategy of inviting states from faraway places, with the Sino–Russian rela-
tionship as the core. 

In realism and liberalism, the key rationalist approaches to the study of IR, 
conflict, and competition are regarded as permanent features of the interna-
tional system. This fits well with an understanding of strategic competition as a 
phenomenon that occurs across a competition continuum. This is a continuum 
where conflicts of interests could be managed and solved through finding mu-
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tually acceptable solutions on the one end, to armed conflict on the other end 
of the continuum.82 

When using wording from the Joint Concept for Competing, the “normal 
and peaceful competition among allies” should not be included in what many 
regard as strategic competition.83 Following such a differentiation, this article 
has focused on strategic competition across the DIME spectrum between the 
above-mentioned blocs in the Arctic. This might be competition of a direct 
hostile or violent nature, as well as through more subtle nonviolent strategies. 

Competitive hostile actions can involve sabotage and the use of physical 
means for destruction. Today, Russia has become emboldened and willing to 
take greater risks. There are several recent examples of physical destruction and 
likely sabotage against Western interests in Europe, including the Arctic. Com-
munication cables and railway facilities have in this respect been noted as tar-
gets in the Nordic countries. 

Conversely, strategic competition could also involve the use of malign but 
not kinetic instruments of power. Incidents where an opponent uses false or 
misleading narratives for the purpose of increased domination and political 
gain are illustrative. Such actions could be described as taking place in a gray 
zone between deep peace and a shooting war. 

The empirical section of this article has also illustrated how strategic com-
petition in the Arctic could be observed through the use of military buildup and 
more assertive force postures, including live-fire drills and provocative behavior. 
Certain types of scientific activities as well as civilian dual use capabilities in the 
Arctic could also be regarded as political and competitive in nature. Economic 
investments, civilian capability development, and various forms of scientific 
activity in the Arctic could, in this respect, together with military activity, all be 
interpreted as society wide, cross sector, balancing behavior.  

Finally, strategic competition in the Arctic can also be observed through 
activities seeking to affect or influence the legitimacy of governance. There are 
clear indications of strategic competition in diplomatic activities, where the 
current breakdown in circumpolar institutions has led the two blocs to pursue 
different strategies for influence and ways to establish dominance. Note China’s 
ambitions in seeking to create new narratives aimed at pursuing greater access 
to and legitimacy in participating in Arctic governance and legal affairs. 

Going back to the basic theories of IR, the strategic competition today 
playing out in the Arctic fits well into the rationalist view of how the inter-
national system works in an international dynamic characterized by strategic 
competition. 

On the one hand, the competition matches a realist view of interstate rival-
ry, where states in the international system are assumed to develop strategies to 
maximize security, wealth, power, and prosperity at the cost of others. Similarly, 
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it also fits the assumption that this competition is a deeply inherited and lasting 
feature of the international system, where relative gains matter and where there 
is always a risk of armed conflict and war. 

On the other hand, there is also an empirical basis to support liberal theo-
ries suggesting that negative unintended consequences of competition could be 
harnessed through institutions and international law. This dimension regulates 
several aspects of international affairs in the Arctic today. The role, and harness-
ing effects, of the regulations given by the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea, stands out as particularly visible in this respect. However, as many of the 
circumpolar institutions today appear to be paralyzed, or put on hold, mostly 
due to Russia’s war on Ukraine, the competitive environment experienced in 
today’s Arctic increasingly reflects an international society more characterized 
by zero-sum thinking, an international dynamic where the constraining role 
of institutions has diminished. This is a dynamic much in accordance with 
realism’s view of the international system, where all dimensions of society tend 
to have a security-related component and where the emphasis is put on states’ 
relative gains and the need to balance competitive powers. 

The Way Forward
Taking the current trends of international relations in the Arctic into account, 
the West needs to find ways to respond to the new challenges represented by a 
more unpredictable and competitive climate. In practice, greater consciousness 
should be given to issues found across the entire DIME spectrum. This includes 
acknowledging the competitive aspects of issues such as economic investments, 
infrastructure development, and scientific research. Similarly, this could also 
feature several aspects of international governance, including the setting of the 
agenda, and be regarded as tools in a competitive political rivalry. Such a reori-
entation could, at least in the short term, lead to less cooperation between East 
and West. While less cooperation such as through sharing of scientific data, 
slower development of infrastructure projects, or a delay in institutionalized co-
operation might be a consequence, this might be the cost Western states should 
be willing to take in order to become less vulnerable and protect basic national 
and democratic interests in the long run.  

While common solutions and agreements should be sought between East 
and West, there needs to be sober realism among Western stakeholders with 
respect to how activities traditionally not associated with security could be used 
for political gain, creating an unfavorable balance to the West in the long run. 
Developments within Arctic diplomacy, the information space, as well as eco-
nomic development in the Arctic should hence be put under greater scrutiny, 
as these are all areas that could influence relative power-balancing in strategic 
competition in the Arctic in the years to come. 
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